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	1. Chapter 1

So yeah, this is my first foray into fanfiction. Here goes nothing!

Disclaimer: I do not own How to Train Your Dragon. Cressida Cowell and Dreamworks do.

Undo the Future

Chapter 1: Unknown Factors

Ashclaw was seething again. It wasn't an unusual thing for the Monstrous Nightmare as of late. It had been three years. Three years, seven months and sixteen days since the traitor and that pathetic excuse of a human meatsack killed their beloved queen. He would know; he had been counting every single day since he lost the one he voluntarily pledged his undying loyalty to. Her death was felt by all the dragons who resided at their nest, but only he and a select few reacted with sorrow and outrage at the occurrence. The thought of all the other dragons actually _rejoicing_ that their queen was dead certainly didn't help his near-constant foul mood any.

*_Small-minded cretins,_* he said to no one in particular. He would often thought-send whatever he was thinking with little regard for who picked up on his thoughts when he was angry. That was one of the reasons why he and what remaining loyalist dragons were left preferred to call secluded islands their home; there was no telling when one of the "sheep with wings" might wind up hearing him, but no one dared to actually say that to the Nightmare's face. They very much enjoyed keeping their blood inside their bodies, thank you very much.

*_None sought to please her the way we did. While they cowered in fear, we sought her favor and earned it. Did they never wonder why we were always the ones leading the raids, why we were always spared her wrath when she raged, even though we were always by her side?_* Ashclaw felt his blood pressure spike at the answer he reached every single time he had this mental rant. *_No, of course not. They saw only a monster, and because of their blindness, because of their refusal to aid their queen in her time of need, now she's dead and gone!_*

He had raged and raved along these same lines countless times over the last few years, and each time it ended the same. This time was no different as he raised a clawed forepaw and slammed it to the ground with a roar, bursting into flames as he did so.

* * *

><p>Mistwing sighed as she approached the island the loyalist dragons were using as a base of operations, her blue-scaled hide barely visible on this cloudless night. Ashclaw's temper had obviously gotten the better of him again while she was away and unable to keep him calm. While normally that wouldn't be a problem, Ashclaw lost all focus when he lost his temper, which meant that even if he was just talking to himself, any thoughts he was having would be broadcasted to anyone, dragon or bonded human, capable of thought-speech before the island was even in sight. It seemed they were going to lose another home before too long with the way things were going. Why the queen thought to name him her Highest Favored was beyond her sometimes. Yes, Ashclaw had been a brilliant tactician while the queen was alive, and his skill in battle was legendary among the loyalists. That was then, however, and his already short temper had only deteriorated further after the queen died. Nowadays he would fly into a rage with little to no provocation.<p>

She knew the reason why. They all did. Out of all the loyalist dragons, Ashclaw was the one who was the most devoted to their queen. Every action he took was for her benefit, including hunting down and either executing dragons who still required the queen's mental influence when they managed to break free, sometimes even bringing them back alive and screaming so the queen could punish them personally. Now, suddenly without the object of his adoration, his devotion to her was repurposed into anger at her death.

His rage had been infectious at first. The first year or so had been a blur to most of the loyalists, Mistwing herself included, as they were caught up in their leader's righteous fury. Many raids were led against the village with the intent of killing as many humans and dragons as possible each time with a different and innovative strategy to maximize the bloodshed before having to fall back. Also, several traitor dragons and their humans often never returned to Berk after they left for a solo flight, courtesy of loyalist ambushes. Now, though, two and a half years later the loyalists were down to a fourth of their original number, only about twenty-odd dragons remaining.

Ultimately, though, her logic prevailed. Though Ashclaw had been willing to sacrifice every loyalist under his command to avenge the queen, himself included, Mistwing had been able to convince him to try a plan she had been concocting, with the reasoning that dying in service to the queen in raids, though admittedly a worthy end for any dragon(she herself believed this to be true), wouldn't undo any of the damage done. Vengeance wouldn't honor the queen as much as fixing what that traitorous Night Fury and his pathetic excuse of a human had done would.

Her eyes finally alighted on the lone, flaming figure at the edge of a cliff overlooking the ocean. That was good; not only would that save her the trouble of finding the grey-striped Nightmare, but that also meant he was nearing the end of his tantrum and would be less likely to kill her passenger, the most important part of her plan. He would get his fill of human blood soon enough. They all would. She allowed herself that pleasant thought as she landed silently, a safe distance away in case his temper flared up when he caught her passenger's scent. When he didn't turn and try to flame her, she slowly stepped forward and made herself officially known.

*_Ashclaw._*

After tonight, they'd never have to run again.

* * *

><p>The desire to behead whatever fool called his name was difficult to resist, but anyone who knew him also knew better than to interrupt his seething unless they had something positive to report. The fact that the voice in his head belonged to someone who was immensely valuable to his band of dragons helped to stay his hand even more. Mistwing knew that better than anyone, often bearing witness to the few times someone who brought him <em>bad<em> news and didn't have the good fortune of being her. The cleanup afterwards was… time-consuming to say the least.

*_What is it, Mistwing?_* His talons flexed, cutting deep gouges into the rock as he worked to suppress his rage. It would not do to kill the Nadder, not while her cold logic provided a counterbalance for his choleric temperament and fearsome strength. She and every other loyalist dragon bowed to him as their leader, seeing as he was the queen's Highest Favored while she was still alive, but Mistwing was the one who was able to channel his anger into something they could use to strike at the traitors' new home. So long as she was valuable, he could stand to let her interrupt him while he was in the middle of one of his rages.

*_The elder from the Hamfists has agreed to assist us in our endeavors,_* she thought-sent, her "voice" low and sounding pleased with this latest turn of events. *_She agrees that allying with us, loathsome as it may be for both parties, is necessary for things to return to the glorious days of the queen's reign._*

Though the Hairy Hooligans and many neighboring tribes had embraced the dragons and had made them a part of their villages, there were still a precious few who refused to accept the radical changes sweeping across the Meridian of Misery, fewer still willing to do what was necessary to bring the old ways back. The Hamfists were one such tribe. Proud, brash and prone to killing first and not getting around to asking questions, they would sooner lop a dragon's head off than speak to it. They were, however, just as desperate as the loyalist dragons for a return to the way things were i.e., killing each other.

This was good news for Ashclaw, his anger subsiding to the point where he was in the closest thing to a good mood he had experienced in a long time. For the first time in months, after countless envoys to those few tribes who might have been open to their idea wound up dead, there was hope for their plan. Though he wanted nothing more than to kill every last human he could track down, they needed a human spiritualist to make their dream a reality. They, with their connections to the human gods, wielded the power needed to proceed to the final, most crucial stage.

*_This is excellent news indeed, Mistwing. Did she say when she would be ready to come to us?_*

*_She's already here, Ashclaw,_* she replied as she crouched down and let a small figure dismount.

Ashclaw immediately felt his scales begin to itch as the skin beneath them started to crawl. The old crone looked like any other elder he had seen, with her grey hair, hunched back and knowing gaze barely visible under her black cloak. Something about her, though, had accomplished no small feat and deeply unnerved him. He couldn't quite specify what, exactly, but she just seemed… off.

*_So, human. The Hamfists have agreed to our plan,_* asked Ashclaw, eager to conclude his business with this inexplicably disturbing human.

"No, beast. We have not, but it seems I am to have little choice in the matter." The old woman eyed him disdainfully for a moment before continuing. "The one I serve sees potential in your plan. Now take me to the site where I am to perform the ritual. I'm not getting any younger and your presence isn't getting any less intolerable."

A low, menacing growl sounded from Ashclaw's throat as his eyes narrowed and his pupils turned to slits. Needed or not, this hag was becoming insufferable and he had only just met her. He'd have to make a point of killing her once they achieved their objective, preferably as painfully as possible.

*_If we didn't need you, you-_*

"I'm well aware," the elder cut him off.

Ashclaw somehow managed to suppress the snarl threatening to boil out of him as his body began shaking with rage. Finding the resolve to not rip the hag apart on the spot and feast on her innards was getting harder by the second for the Nightmare as his claws dug even deeper into the ground beneath him, trying to find some outlet for his anger that wasn't the small human in front of him. A sideways glance at the now-visible quills on his lieutenant's tail told him even Mistwing was losing her ever-present cool demeanor at the audacity this shriveled meatsack was displaying, talking to the Highest Favored in such a disrespectful manner. It was likely only the necessity of this human's continued existence that was preventing the Nadder from pinning the elder to a tree with a well-aimed spike to the head, and even then, she looked like she would skewer the old crone anyway, what with the way her tail was slowly sweeping back and forth. Still, this human was their last chance at accomplishing their plan. That thought was the only thing that kept Ashclaw's temper in check as he exhaled loudly and stared daggers at the hunched-over form standing in front of him.

*_Fine,_* Ashclaw mentally ground out as he forced himself to calm down. *_This way, human, and keep your mouth shut unless you want me to do something we both end up regretting._* He turned and stalked off into the trees and towards the prepared grounds before anyone else could say anything, lest the human say something else that would push him over the edge. Anyone on the island could have heard what he was thinking, though: *_Remember the queen, remember the queen, remember the queen…_* Quite honestly, he couldn't have cared less.

* * *

><p>The Nadder said nothing to the elder, just glaring at her before following after her leader. The dragon didn't need to say anything to get her point across.<p>

I'm not carrying you. Do try to keep up, meatsack.

The elder simply smirked once she was alone once again and began to follow in their general direction. It was little wonder that her lord had her assist them. The news of the newfound peace between the dragons and most of the humans distressed her master greatly, and if it displeased him, it displeased her as well. The prospect of it returning full force, as if the queen's death had never occurred, was sure to bring her his favor for the part she would play in it.

If what the Nadder said was true, she had been the first success in a long line of bloody failures when going to other tribes for aid from their elders. That was hardly a surprise; the Ӕsir wanted an end to the conflict, as was their plan since the formation of Midgard, of Yggdrasil itself. Not even Loki would oppose the peace that came in the wake of the queen's death. Good thing, then, that she didn't serve the Ӕsir.

The foliage around her seemed to shrink away from her as she neared, as if it was afraid to be in her path. Some would call it a deep communion with nature, that it didn't want to impede someone it was so in tune with. Anyone who could sense the spiritual, though, would know it feared her. It feared her master, and she was her master's envoy, his Gesandte. The name suited her, far more than her old name at any rate.

She pushed those thoughts aside as quickly as they came to her. Though they were far from the most intelligent beings she had seen, these dragons didn't trust her; they would be reading her every thought if they believed she thought she was alone. She cast a surreptitious glance upwards to confirm her suspicions, and sure enough, she caught sight of the outline of another Nadder flying overhead. She quickly lowered her gaze and let her mind drift to other, more important matters, such as the ritual itself.

The rituals her master channeled his power through were all very similar, using runic circles through which his power could be properly focused to have an effect on the world. This one, though the same in concept, was infinitely more complex. Multiple runic circles would be required, not only to contain all the power needed for the ritual, but also because multiple effects had to happen all at the same time. Truly, if she could pull this off, she would truly be one of her master's greatest tools. Those thoughts warmed her heart as she approached a large clearing in the forest where the grey Nightmare and his Nadder lieutenant, along with several other dragons were waiting.

* * *

><p>One wouldn't consider dragons having clerics or priests, but they did. If one came to that conclusion, then they would probably consider it unlikely that Gronckles made for the best clerics and priests. Again, they did. Gronckles were often mocked by others, both dragon and human, for being slow and stupid. While it was true that Gronckles weren't known among dragons for their intelligence, they were, however, known for their wisdom. Perhaps that is why they were able to hear the draconic gods, the beings who stood beside the Ӕsir at the creation of Yggdrasil and crafted the dragons in their divine image; they were wise enough to know when to listen.<p>

Rockjaw was one of those clerics, a devoted servant of the Dragon of the Sky, but also the Dragon of Fire and the Dragoness of Earth. Now he stood transfixed on what this old crone was doing. She had ushered them to the center of the clearing, told them not to move from that spot, and had begun silently scribing runes in the dirt for roughly the last half an hour. It was a work of genius. What else could he say regarding the complex and intricate patterns that were being laid out before him? He and the other dragons were in the central circle, the focal point of the ritual where all the power of the Ӕsir would be directed. Outside the main circle were several smaller ones, each with vastly different runes, connected to each other and then connected again by lines and all joined to the central circle. The elder was just finishing up one final circle, connected to the pathways between the circles where she would conjure up the gods' power.

A few minutes later, the designs were complete and the ritual was ready. The elder stood stock still in the middle of her circle with her eyes closed, where Rockjaw could sense her beseeching whatever god she had the closest attunement to for his or her power to begin the ritual. Suddenly, her eyes snapped open. Where there was once a youthful spark in her eyes, an imperious glare full of knowledge and power took its place as she began chanting in a language beyond what even Rockjaw knew, even with his countless years of experience.

As the words poured from her mouth, however, he found himself getting more and more unnerved. He had seen human rituals before, the power they called upon visible to other spiritually attuned beings like him. Whatever power was coursing through her, it was most certainly _not_ from the Ӕsir or from any other eldritch creatures other humans worshipped. It didn't just feel unnatural; it felt _unholy_. This was not what the gods wanted and now they were dealing with an individual who consorted with beings who should never see the light of day. Rockjaw's heart began to race as the hag's eyes slowly closed chanting steadily increased in volume until it was almost deafening.

He was so focused on the infernal power emanating from her that he didn't even see her pull the dagger out of her cloak and slit the palm of her hand, only realizing she had done the deed when the scent of human blood reached his sensitive nose. Snapping his gaze back to her hand, he watched as the small red droplets fell into the circle she was standing in. The change was almost immediate as the blood began to glow and, from just a few drops, began flowing through the circle and travelling along the pathways to the other circles. It spread and spread until every circle and pathway was filled, save for the ones leading to the central circle where he and the other dragons waited.

He didn't need to look around; he could sense his comrades' unease, only their loyalty to the queen keeping them from fleeing. Rockjaw, however, had no such loyalties. He only remained by the queen's side for the sake of the other dragons, the ones browbeaten into submission by the beast's powerful mind control. Now, though, Ashclaw was treading dangerous ground. If the only being he could find to aid him in his quest was an agent of the infernal, then that meant his objectives were not the will of the gods. If that was the case, then Rockjaw wanted no part of it. Quickly, he took flight and sped away as quickly as his tiny wings would allow, ignoring the roars of protest from his former comrades. It wasn't like they could do anything to stop him. The ritual was almost complete, so they couldn't fly after him for fear of missing out on their vengeance, and Gronckles' hides were notoriously flame-resistant. The only indication that the ritual was at its end was a bright flash of crimson light behind him, followed by complete silence as he left the island behind him, his former comrades gone without a trace as if they never existed.

* * *

><p>Gesandte collapsed, gasping for air as soon as the ritual was completed. She had slowly acclimated to acting as the conduit for her master's power, but this was far beyond anything she had to attempt before. It felt like her entire body was bursting at the seams even though, physically, she was completely unharmed. She had no idea how long she lay there, simply trying to keep from passing out from exhaustion and, for the first time in a long time since she started performing these rituals, pain. Eventually, though, she was able to gather herself and shakily rise to her feet.<p>

The trek back to the cliff where she met the Nightmare was thankfully uneventful. Now, standing on the edge of the cliff, feeling the refreshing breeze across her aged features, she felt centered. There was no one here now. No Hamfists, no dragons, just Gesandte, her thoughts... and her master. As if on cue, the air in front of Gesandte began to ripple and reality began to tear. A pair of malevolent, slit-pupil eyes opened out of the void and bored directly into her. The only reaction the Hamfist elder had was an expression of awe and reverence; no matter how many times her master deigned to show even a fraction of his visage to her, the sheer power his gaze hinted at was enough to remind her of her proper place in the grand scheme of things.

***_Speak, envoy. What news do you have?_***

**_Honored lord,_** she began, **_the ritual was a success. The dragons have been sent back in time._** She decided not to mention the Gronckle that escaped, just in case her master decided to punish her for it.

***_Well done, envoy,_*** her master said, the small hint of approval in his voice making her heart soar. ***_For your part in this, you shall be rewarded. How, I have not decided yet, but rest assured that your hard work will be recognized._***

**_My lord is far to generous,_** Gesandte replied quickly, bowing low. **_I am merely a tool, the willing instrument of your will in this world. The chance to carry out your plans is all the reward I need._** She slowly raised her head to gauge her master's reaction. If he was displeased by what he perceived to be ungratefulness, she at least wanted to see her death coming. The expression he wore was decidedly amused, as if her humility was a novel surprise. Deciding to chance it, she ventured further. **_My lord, if I may ask a question?_**

If her master had eyebrows, she imagined one of them would be raised right then and there. ***_Speak your mind, envoy. Am I not generous to those who give me the respect I deserve?_***

**_Very much so, my lord,_** she replied without a hint of sarcasm in her voice as she continued, **y_ou humble me with your giving and merciful nature._** She paused for a moment as she chose her next words with care. *_*My lord, I do not mean to question your judgment_(she could feel his gaze become uncomfortably hard as she uttered those words), _but what is the point of all this? What do you stand to gain? You told me, in no uncertain terms, that you could not harvest the souls of those who lived for bloodshed who live here on Midgard due to the barriers set up around Yggdrasil. You also forbade me from even spreading your word, from letting people know about you, so you don't stand to gain any followers. I do not question your judgment, my lord; I merely seek understanding._**

The eyes that were previously staring at her with such an intensity that Gesandte was surprised that she wasn't incinerated on the spot took on an almost bland appearance, as if the answer to her question was insultingly obvious. He looked… disappointed in her. She flinched involuntarily from that gaze. His anger was easy to deal with; either she would be annihilated on the spot, or he would show mercy to her and spare her his wrath(though she swore she could hear distant explosions in the background whenever she was spared). Disappointment, though, hurt her deeply. It made her feel… unworthy, like she was a burden to her master that he spared only because he didn't even think she was worth the trouble of getting rid of.

His voice shook her out of her haze of self-pity. ***_For forty years I have given you my knowledge and wisdom, envoy, and yet the basics still elude you,_*** his voice rumbled disapprovingly. ***_Remember, envoy, what I am at my core. I am war. I am bloodshed. I am fury given form and hatred given flesh. I seek bloody and brutal conflict every waking moment of my existence. You are correct, envoy, that I stand to gain neither souls nor followers from this ordeal._*** He paused for a moment, his gaze taking a hint of longing to them, as if he was reminiscing about some fond memory. ***_However, the war between the dragons and humans pleased me. Conflict for the sake of conflict, envoy. Can't you see? Even if I cannot reap any tangible benefits from it, war in and of itself is an end for me. This is a chance to reignite the flames of battle. That is more than reason enough for me to aid those dragons in their plans._***

Gesandte was struck speechless as her head hung low. How could she have been so thoughtless! What her master just told her was the first thing she had learned of him. He was anger and hatred, and lusted for conflict. Perhaps, though, this was the first time she ever saw that desire, that burning passion for war pushed to the forefront of her master's mind. She was the village elder to a tribe of Vikings, after all. Glorious battle was always on her people's mind, and perhaps she took that for granted. Her meditations for the next several days would hopefully remind her of what her master was at his core; perhaps then the next time she would feel the need to ask such a foolish question, she would at least be able to remember the basics.

***_I can see you have learned from your mistake, envoy,_*** her master said, his eyes taking on that much-sought-after approving glint to them. ***_Time grows short, young one. The Ӕsir must not be made aware of my presence here, and I have no doubt the sudden power spike will attract their attention. Oh, and envoy?_***

Gesandte looked up and found herself frozen in place with fear, her eyes wide. While her master's voice may have sounded light, even whimsical when she looked up, his eyes now held a cold fury in them that turned her blood to ice in her veins.

***_Consider it your reward that I have not destroyed you on the spot for withholding information from me regarding the Gronckle._*** If it was possible, her eyes widened even more. If the glare he sent her just previously was enough to turn her blood to ice, the anger in his eyes now would have frozen the rest of her. ***_Pray this does not bring about any… undesirable consequences, or you will find out just how unforgiving I am of failures._***

He said nothing else as his eyes faded away and the tear was mended, and just like that, Gesandte was alone again. She said nothing as she walked shakily down to the shore. Her people would be here in a few hours to retrieve her and bring her back to the village. Hopefully she would be able to suppress the terrified tremors visibly wracking her body by then.

* * *

><p>Meanwhile, in the village of Berk, the ear-piercing and terrified shriek of a Night Fury could be heard throughout the village as the moon hung silently overhead.<p>

* * *

><p>So, what do you all think? What did you like? What did I do well? What needs work? Be specific! I can't improve if I don't know what works and what doesn't for you guys and gals! So yeah, review if you want, and I'm always open to constructive criticism.<p>

Almost done writing Chapter 2 and then I'm going to spend the next couple days after that revising and editing it until I satisfy my paranoia regarding my own work. Here's hoping!


	2. Chapter 2

Hi all! Sorry this took so long, but I just wasn't happy with the way my first draft went, so I went about revising it piece by piece. (Note to self: don't promise the next chapter to anything you write in a couple days unless it is already finished)

That said, have a look, leave a review if you are so inclined, constructive criticism if possible, and happy reading!

Disclaimer: Don't own HTTYD, don't wish I owned HTTYD, as I am nowhere near as awesome as the people who actually made it.

Everyone Fades

It had been over three years since Hiccup and Toothless brought down the Red Death. One had the seemingly mutually exclusive roles of the chief's son and the village pariah, wanted by no one. The other was a legendary Night Fury, the unholy offspring of lightning and death itself, a legend cloaked in darkness, content to have no one. In each other, though, they found what one thought he would never want and what the other thought he would never have: a true friend. More than that, though, they were the first human and dragon to form a bond.

Neither one knew it at first, but the day that Toothless pressed his snout to Hiccup's hand in that small cove the Night Fury had(involuntarily at first) called his home would change everything, not just for them, but for the Vikings of Berk and the whole of the Meridian of Misery. The bond began as something simple, yet, beautiful: a deep, mutual agape love between the best of friends. Oh, there was nothing special about the bond that made it so; it was merely an indelible sign of what would have happened with or without the bond. It was what came after that that was truly amazing: a year after the battle against the Red Death, the bond between hearts also became a bond between minds.

Thought-speech, the ability to send and receive thoughts from others capable of doing so as well, was once an ability only Toothless had, at least until their mental bond was forged. With the mental bond formed, Hiccup also had the ability to both send his thoughts to others, and also to receive thoughts from others. However far he advanced, though, his mind and Toothless' mind were so attuned to each other that Hiccup could do things with Toothless long before his mental abilities allowed such feats to be performed with others. Some of them, he admitted, were useless to him, such as the ability to read emotions when it came to Toothless; while it could be useful with others, he and Toothless knew each other well enough that such an ability was unnecessary.

One ability, though, that Toothless and Hiccup both enjoyed was the ability to share dreams. It was a simple matter of finding each others' minds while they slept, an easy task for two bondmates. They learned an important lesson through their shared experiences in dreams: a friend is not only a wonderful thing to share a good dream with; a friend at your back can make even the most terrifying nightmares not seem so scary.

Tonight's dream, they both agreed as they took in their surroundings, was one of their favorites so far.

**_Okay, bud,_** Hiccup sent out as he repositioned himself on the saddle as they soared along in their dreamscape. **_Your choice this time. High or low?_**

*_Attention all riders, this is your dragon speaking,_* Toothless began, his voice taking on a professional, showman-like tone. *_Thank you for choosing Toothless for all your travel needs. We are currently cruising at two thousand feet, approximate time until our destination is… however long it takes for one of us to wake up! So far, looks like clear skies with perfect visibility, ideal for soaring and simply enjoying life. Or…_* Toothless trailed off as they both eyed the canyon below, full of twists, turns and floating rocks . An evil smirk stayed plastered on both their faces as their gazes locked, knowing what the other was thinking. *_We could dive straight down into that canyon and see how long we last i.e., really have some fun,_* he finished, the professional tone in his voice being replaced by that of an adrenaline junkie about to get his fix.

**_Hmm, tough choice,_** Hiccup responded, taking on an exaggerated thoughtful expression as one of his hands stroked his barely noticeable facial hair. **_Lets put it to a vote! All in favor of the canyon, say aye!_** His prosthetic began shifting in the clamp that held it in place while riding as he prepared to shift the gears in their flight system for the inevitable and much-anticipated vertical dive.

Their answers came at the same time.

Aye!

The only thing uttered between the two as Toothless angled down, pulled in his wings and dropped like a catapult stone as the gears shifted was a loud cry from the human and a banshee scream from the dragon as they descended into the forest of stone below.

* * *

><p>Toothless awoke with a jolt as he tried to piece together what just happened. One moment, he and Hiccup were diving headlong into a canyon, filled with twists, turns and columns of stone that wouldn't have even thought twice before accommodating the two of them as a pair of stains on their sides. The next, Hiccup was gone, as if he had simply ceased to exist in their dream and he woke up just before he would have hit the ground.<p>

Taking a few deep breaths and looking around, Toothless saw that he was back in Hiccup's room, laying next to his human's bed. He should have at least been annoyed at Hiccup, he supposed, for leaving him to faceplant in the ground at terminal velocity, but he couldn't really fault the boy. Today had been tiring, not just for Hiccup but for Toothless, which meant neither of them would have the energy to connect their dreams and maintain the connection for any notable length of time. Between starting at the forge at the crack of dawn repairing weapons from the previous day's battle with one of the less open-minded Viking tribes and training the younger Vikings who had only recently found their own draconic bondmates until sunset, it was more surprising that the two of them managed to connect to each other's minds at all tonight. So, no, being angry at Hiccup, his human, his friend, simply was not an option.

Slowly, carefully so as not to wake the boy, Toothless got to his feet to look at his human. Hiccup was so small, so fragile compared to him that every once in a while, while the boy slept after a tiring day like this one, Toothless would sometimes wake up and simply watch his boy, just to remind himself that Hiccup was still there, still hadn't been claimed by the loyalist dragons(his face darkened at the thought of them), other Vikings who couldn't accept what Berk had become, or something far more powerful than the dragons and Vikings put together: time and Hiccup's own comparatively infinitesimal lifespan.

*_See, self? Hiccup is still there_,* he thought to himself as he watched his human sleep. *_You can't protect him from time, but we can protect him from anything else that wants to hurt him._* It was a vow made not only to himself, but to Hiccup, one he made every night like this one when he was reminded just how frail his friend was compared to himself. Smiling softly, he quietly lowered his head to gently nuzzle the boy before going back to sleep… only for his muzzle to pass right through Hiccup, causing Toothless to pull back in confusion and fear.

*_Hiccup?_* Toothless tried again, nudging a bit harder in an attempt to wake the boy. Again, Toothless' muzzle passed through Hiccup as if he wasn't even there. His fear quickly gave way to panic as he jumped up onto the bed, hoping the shock would wake his human up. Hiccup may as well have been a corpse. That thought turned Toothless' panic into hysteria as he began swatting at the boy with a clawed forepaw, for the first time ever wanting to draw Hiccup's blood blood, to hear him cry out in pain, anything to show that he still existed, that he was still alive. He might as well have been trying to claw at the air.

*_Hiccup, wake up!_* The thought was aimed directly at Hiccup's mind, with all the mental force Toothless could muster. He could still sense the boy's mind. Even if the boy was too tired to share a dream, he would be able to pick up Toothless' thoughts. They would often converse while Hiccup slept after a hard day's work when Toothless found himself unable to sleep. He expected his human's mental voice in his head at any moment. What he got, though, was the last thing he could ever expect, and it pushed his horror-addled mind to new limits: Hiccup's mind began to fade away and with it, the bond the two shared. That one simple fact cemented the reality of the situation in Toothless' mind. He was losing him. He was losing his Hiccup and anything that could be done to save him was beyond his power. All semblance of composure lost, Toothless' fear finally got the better of him as he cried out, not caring who heard him.

*_HICCUP!*_

* * *

><p>Snotlout often heard what other people said about him when they thought he wasn't listening. The topic of their conversation was almost always about his intelligence. "That Snotlout will be a terror on the battlefield," is the way the joke would always begin. Sure, it sounded like a compliment, right up until you heard the follow-up: "He's the only Viking I know of where he won't feel a thing if you hit him on the head." If that was the case, then him falling out of bed and smacking his head on the hard wooden floor should <em>not<em> have hurt that much. Truth be told, Snotlout was a lot more intelligent than people gave him credit for. For instance, he immediately knew something was wrong when Toothless' mental cry woke him from a good night's sleep. Second, and far more importantly in his opinion, was how he reacted to what happened next.

**_Fireworm, you hear that,_** he called out to his Monstrous Nightmare. That was the other surprising thing: Snotlout and Fireworm grew close much faster than almost any other Viking and their dragon save Hiccup and the rest of his friends. Snotlout immediately knew something was wrong when his dragon didn't answer him. Actually, he thought, that's not quite it. It was like he couldn't even _find_ her mind to communicate with.

**_Fireworm?_** Again, no response. That wasn't right. The only way he would be unable to sense his dragon's mind is if she… He didn't even finish that thought as he barreled down the stairs to the addition he and his dad made soon after the battle with the Red Death to accommodate the Nightmare. What he saw when he threw the door open made his blood run cold. Fireworm was fading away. His attempt to run to her and try to shake her awake ended with him running right through her head as if she wasn't even there and barely stopping in time to avoid running into the wall.

"_Fireworm!"_

Snotlout was out the door and running off into the village toward Hiccup's house, even as his father came down the stairs to see what the commotion was about, his spear by his side just in case they were under attack. There was a problem with Fireworm, and he knew just who to go to if something was wrong with his dragon. Hiccup would know what to do. He always does. He put on an extra burst of speed as he felt the bond he and Fireworm formed and nurtured begin fading away even as he ran, dead set on reaching Hiccup before it was too late. He knew full well that if he lost Fireworm, he couldn't be sure whether or not he wouldn't try to follow her.

* * *

><p>Astrid woke with a start, bolting upright in bed as a terrified mental shriek that could only belong to Toothless echoed through her mind, just catching his actual roar an instant later. She was down the stairs and out the door in an instant, sprinting towards Hiccup's house as fast as her legs could carry her as a very familiar squawk sounded from her right. Looking to her right, she saw Thorn, her Nadder, running towards her, having obviously heard Toothless as well<p>

*_Astrid, come on!_*

What followed was pure reflex, practiced dozens of times until it was ingrained in their muscle memories. Astrid dug her feet into the ground as she skidded to a stop before darting off to intercept Thorn. With a practiced ease she took a flying leap to the right side of the Nadder's head while Thorn lowered himself down and skidded to a half-stop. Not missing a beat, Astrid grabbed onto one of the spikes on his crest and swung around onto his back. His passenger in place, Thorn straightened back up and propelled himself forward.

*_You're getting better at this, Astrid,_* Thorn remarked with a grin as they ran towards the Haddock household.

**_We'll have time later to pat ourselves on the back, Thorn,_** Astrid replied hurriedly. **_Now come on, you crazy reptile! Show me how fast you can really go!_** The lighthearted challenge in her voice was just as much for her as it was for her Nadder. The sense of dread she was already feeling spreading through her body was already making her worried and she hoped against hope that the situation wasn't as bad as Toothless' mental outburst made it out to be.

*_With pleasure, you insane human,_* Thorn replied happily, though they could both tell he was trying to reassure the both of them, the same as Astrid was.

Thorn was airborne soon thereafter as they decided to take the more direct route to Hiccup's house. Down below, she could see dragons and those Vikings they bonded with coming out of their houses, no doubt roused by Toothless' unintentional (possibly) mental shriek if the concerned expressions on their faces were anything to go by. Soon, other Vikings began coming out as well, having likely heard the commotion outside as bonded Vikings began filling in their neighbors and comrades. As Astrid passed overhead, though, a small part of her brain noted that there were also a disturbing number of dragons and Vikings without their bondmates, people she knew were bonded. She forced that part of her mind down as quickly as it brought the subject up, deciding to file it away for later consideration.

Maybe it was just her being unusually perceptive that night. Maybe it was the fact that he was the only one running towards Hiccup's house while everyone else was still trying to figure out what just happened. Or perhaps it was the overwhelming fear she felt coming from him. Maybe it was a combination of the three. Whatever the reason, she immediately picked out Snotlout from the group as he was running like Garm himself was hot on his heels.

**_Hey, Thorn. I see Snotlout!_**

The Nadder followed her gaze, and sure enough, she was right. *_That's odd. Where's Fireworm? He's obviously running to Hiccup's house and I doubt she wouldn't have heard Toothless._*

**_Well why don't we ask him,_** Astrid replied as Thorn began his descent.

Yes, he'd probably be a little ticked at what they were about to do, but it would take less time this way. He barely even noticed them until they were an instant away from snatching him up, but by then there was no hope of dodging as Thorn's clawed feet closed around his arms as the Nadder rapidly ascended and resumed his flight towards the Haddock household.

"What the- let me go, you oversized chicken or so help me I will roast you on a spit and serve you up with a mug of ale! With my face!" Yep. He wasn't happy about this.

*_Sure, Snotlout. Sounds great,_* Thorn deadpanned as Hiccup's house drew closer. *_I'm sure you will somehow manage to find a way to both cook me with your face and, even more miraculously, avoid Astrid kicking the crap out of you before you even get me on the spit. Now do you want a leg up or not?_*

Astrid sighed as Snotlout calmed himself down. It had been nearly four years since the war ended and Snotlout still had bits of his old self still in him. Incidentally, she mused as Thorn released one of Snotlout's arms and lifted the remaining leg up so the Viking could grab hold of the Nadder's other leg, that is why he still isn't sitting up here with her. True, she and Hiccup may be boyfriend and girlfriend, but that didn't stop Snotlout from trying to woo her every once in a while with his "raw manliness", despite several bruises and well-aimed knees to the groin.

**_Hey, Astrid! Wait up!_**

Her head snapped up from looking at the streets below at the sound of someone mentally calling her name. Turning her head at the sound of buzzing wings, she found Fishlegs and his Gronckle, Horrorcow forming up on her right flank. A few seconds later, she heard the beating of much larger wings as the twins took up position on her left with their Zippleback, Ruffnut on Kindle, the gas-breathing head and Tuffnut on Flint, the sparking head.

**_You guys heard it too,_** asked Tuffnut as they flew along without a word. A chorus of mental confirmations, both draconic and human, passed between them as they flew. **_Don't know about you guys, but that's the first time I've ever heard Toothless that scared before._**

**_Well I don't know what has Hiccup's dragon so worked up,_** Snotlout said, now that the subject was being touched upon, **_but I've got problems of my own._** He flinched as several pairs of eyes, both human and dragon, settled on him with a hard glare. **_It's Fireworm. I couldn't sense her when I woke up and when I went to check on her, she was fading away!_**

The group's hardened gazes turned to looks of shock as they approached Hiccup's house.

*_Hang on,_* began Flint as he bent his head down to Snotlout's level on Thorn's leg.

*_You're telling us that our friend Fireworm…_* continued Kindle as Tuffnut mentally took over the responsibilities of keeping his half of the dragon in flight so they didn't stall.

*_… is fading away? How so,_* queried Flint, keeping his eyes level with Snotlout.

*_Do you mean "fading" as in her life, or literally fading,_* finished Kindle.

**_I don't know,_** shouted Snotlout. He never did like carrying on a conversation with the Zippleback; it sometimes got difficult to tell who was talking when, and the heads were quick to forgive him. **_Her body was fading away, but I lost her mind as well, so I'm gonna say both!_**

**_You guys don't think that…_** Fishlegs paused for a moment before finishing his question, though everyone knew what it was. **Do you guys think this has something to do with what has Toothless so upset?**

*I don't know, my friend,* replied Horrorcow as they landed in front of Hiccup's house, *_but if it is, then fixing one will likely help the other as well._*

No sooner had Astrid and the others dismounted than the front door open and Stoick took off running out of it.

"Stoick, what's wrong," called out Astrid, casting proper protocol aside as their chief flew past. "We hear Toothless-**

"I don't know, Astrid," Stoick replied over his shoulder, not breaking stride for an instant. "As long as you lot are here, stay with Hiccup! I'm going to get the elder, see if she can't make some sense of what's happening to my boy!"

They needed no more prodding to get into the house as their chief sped off into the village. As soon as they entered, they got their first sign that something was wrong. Whatever Toothless was feeling, his thought-speech didn't even convey half of what the group was sensing now. Even without the emotions being directly broadcasted to them, the fear they felt settled throughout the house was so thick it was almost oppressive, and that was without them even trying to pick up on it.

"Guys," Fishlegs began nervously, "am I the only one who's disconcerted right now? I mean, I'm not even trying to pick up on Toothless' emotions and it's like there's a boulder on my back," he continued, going into his "fact-quoting" mode as a defense mechanism. "Emotions not transmitted through thought-speech are naturally subdued because they don't have a medium like someone's thoughts to travel on, so-"

"Yeah, yeah, that's great, Legs," Tuffnut, "but we kinda _already knew that!_"

"Though, Fishlegs," began Ruffnut, "if you wanted to, say, play exposition when we get this all over, just for me…" she trailed off in a devilishly seductive tone. Now, Ruffnut was known for being the one to break the tension with offhand comments, and her little comment right there certainly did that, but there were rumors going around the village about the Ingerman boy and "that Thorston girl", so no one present was quite sure how much of that was for group morale and how much she actually meant it.

"Okay," said Snotlout in an upbeat manner that sounded decidedly forced, looking more than anything like that conversation took a turn in a direction a little too squicky for his tastes. "Lets go!"

If the feeling they got in the living room was like a boulder on their backs, the feeling they got as they finished climbing the stairs and were standing in front of Hiccup's room more closely resembled a small mountain on their shoulders. Though they had expected it as they got closer to the source of all this tension and fear, they still weren't prepared for it to be quite so intense. For a moment they just stood there, their feet literally rooted to the ground as their minds began listing off reasons, both sound and not, to not open the door.

Astrid was rooting through all of them, casting each one aside with mental bravado, trying to prove her Viking-ness to herself and to her friends, until just one remained. Incidentally, it was the first one her mind brought to her attention and the one her heart most agreed with. Toothless only ever showed fear when Hiccup was in mortal danger, and any fear he was feeling was immediately buried beneath a layer of protective rage, flashing claws and exploding fire breath. Yet here they were, feeling what was most decidedly Toothless' fear, but there was something else there as well, something that chilled Astrid to the bone: helplessness. Whatever was happening to Hiccup, Toothless was helpless to stop it. If Toothless is like this, Astrid though to herself, do I really want to see the cause?

And so began a war between Astrid and Astrid to see whether or not she could regain control over her emotions. There were many well-crafted arguments flying through her head at blinding speed between both sides, all of them with Hiccup as their main point. She was so focused on trying to reign in her emotions and open the door, however, that she visibly jumped when she felt a hand as she spun around to face her assailant, wishing she had remembered to bring her axe. What she found was Ruffnut standing close behind her, the Thorston girl's face bearing a decidedly unimpressed experession.

"You know, Astrid," Ruffnut began in a tone that sounded like she was teaching a child how to wield a seaxe for the first time and the kid managed to take his own toe off. Astrid had the common sense to look annoyed and more than a little embarrassed. "Dealing with your nervousness is a lot easier if you don't try to hide it," she finished in joking tone. Her face became serious as her voice lost any hint of humor. "All this time, Astrid, and you still can't drop the professional act around us. You don't need to be strong for our sakes," she continued as she put her hands on Astrid's shoulders. "We're plenty strong as well, you know. Now come on," she said, her voice taking on that playful tone again. "Turn around," she began as she spun Astrid around on her heel. "Open the door," she continued, gently pushing Astrid towards the door, "and go help your boyfriend!"

"Ruff," Astrid exclaimed in shock. It had been nearly four years and she still knew exactly how to embarrass Astrid in front of everyone. Truth be told, she was glad for the blond-haired twin. Even in the most dire straits she would try and lift the group's mood, often with Tuffnut's help. It seemed to be the one thing, besides pulling pranks, that they could both unanimously work together on.

"Well, he is," Ruffnut countered with a sly grin on her face that she only wore when she got under someone's skin. "Now open the door," she finished, going back to being serious. "Whatever has Toothless this upset can't be getting any better while we stand around here trying to work up the courage to turn a doorknob."

Smiling despite herself, Astrid simply nodded at Ruffnut. The six of them, Hiccup included, had taken down a dragon the size of a mountainside. A door had no right being this intimidating, especially considering the possible state of the person behind it. Besides, she had good, trustworthy friends at her back. Whatever they found behind that door, they would face it together. With that thought in mind, she grasped the handle and forced the door open, still praying to Odin that she wasn't making a mistake by doing this.

* * *

><p>Toothless was pacing back and forth in front of Hiccup's bed as Astrid and the others entered the room. Even from the door, though, they could tell just how bad the situation was simply by looking at the Night Fury. Every move he made, from the constant treading of his feet to the twitches his ears sometimes made, were abrupt and almost clumsy, nothing like the normally graceful, elegant beast they were so used to seeing. His eyes had a feeling of helplessness to them, conveying a sense of desperation whenever he stole a glance at Hiccup before resuming his pacing. Even his breathing sounded stressed, like a cross between roaring and hyperventilating. Astrid honestly believed it would only take one more push for Toothless to lose it completely.<p>

"Toothless," Astrid called out as gently as she could, not wanting to stress the dragon out anymore than she had to.

Toothless' head snapped up in a heartbeat, his pupils narrowed and his ears flat against his head as he let out a feral snarl and raised his wings to shield the still form on the bed from view, looking every bit the unholy offspring of lightning and death itself the Dragon Manual made him out to be. The message was clear: stay away from my Hiccup or I'll kill you where you stand. Then he noticed who was calling his name. The change was almost immediate. In an instant the snarling, vicious beast ready to eviscerate Astrid and anyone else who dared venture too close to his charge was gone, replaced by a terrified friend who looked like he was at the end of his rope.

"Stoick wouldn't say what was wrong when we saw him, Toothless. What's happening?"

*_I don't know,_* replied Toothless, turning again to look at Hiccup before lowering his head with a sigh. *_We were sharing a dream when Hiccup suddenly vanished,_* he continued. *_He's been like this since I woke up, and he's only getting worse._*

It was difficult to tell from this distance, but if Astrid looked hard enough, she could see something was indeed off about Hiccup. As she slowly neared the bed, the others following close behind, her eyes grew wide as she took in exactly what was wrong with Hiccup. The assorted gasps behind her meant the others saw it as well. Suddenly, the way Toothless was behaving didn't seem so unreasonable after all.

Illnesses, even most of the life-threatening ones, could be cured. Fatal injuries could be treated, the victim stabilized before their wounds claimed them. Lost people could be found. Enemies could be beaten with steel, flame and claws. What was happening to Hiccup was beyond what anyone in the room had ever seen. There were no wounds. There were no enemies hovering over him with a weapon intent on ending his life. Yet here they were, losing him as he was fading away. Its progress was barely visible, but with every passing moment, the young man who had done so much for everyone in the room was less and less… there.

*_I tried touching him when I woke up and he still looked whole,_* Toothless remarked, looking at Hiccup, wanting to take in as much of his friend as he could before he was gone completely. *_I passed right through him._* Toothless' voice took on a desperate tone to it. *_I don't know what to do, Astrid. I'm losing my best friend and I have no idea how to stop it._*

Saying nothing, Astrid, Fishlegs and the twins all gathered around Toothless. Words wouldn't help him now, but the presence of friends would at least help him deal with the pain. The Night Fury just seemed so lost right now. They couldn't really blame him; even without the bond between him and Hiccup, they cared about each other in a way they reserved solely for the other. The bond merely cemented that in place. They each knew, deep down, that if it came down to them or their dragons dying, they'd lay down their lives for their dragons any day, and their dragons for them.

They stayed like that, Astrid wrapping her arms around Toothless' neck and hugging tightly while the others simply laid reassuring hands on him. Eventually, Toothless did manage to calm down somewhat as he mentally opened up, welcoming the comfort his human friends were willing to give him. He couldn't help Hiccup if he couldn't think straight. They would help the boy together. It hadn't just been him and his human that defeated the Red Death, after all.

* * *

><p>It was faint at first as the dragons listened in on their humans' conversation with Toothless, trusting their riders and friends. Every once in a while, they would exchange concerned looks as Toothless told their humans and by extension, them about Hiccup and his condition. It seemed whatever was afflicting Hiccup was the exact same thing happening to Fireworm. Sadly, a way to halt the process for either of the two was proving impossible to find. Gradually, however, it became harder and harder to ignore until what Toothless was saying and what he was feeling started getting distorted by what they were sensing. It wasn't surprising, really. As powerful as Toothless was, the quantity of over a hundred bonded creatures screaming out their bondmates' names in complete and utter terror had a horrifying quality all its own. Horrorcow was the first to break the silence, sending her thoughts to everyone in the house and surrounding it.<p>

*_Friends, I am loathe to be the bearer of bad news, but it seems that whatever is happening to Hiccup and Fireworm is occurring throughout the village._*

*_She's right, guys,_* Thorn continued as he focused on movement in the distance, coming from the village. *_And it looks like everyone else has the same idea as you, Snotlout!_* The Nadder and the other dragons formed a semicircle around the door. *_We'll try and keep them from getting in the house, for their sake as much as Toothless'._*

He had a point. With the state Toothless was in right now, the appearance of a panicked mob, even if they weren't out for Hiccup or his blood would likely be enough to make the dragon do something irrational and most likely violent.

**_No, we're coming down now,_** Snotlout shot back. Hiccup may not have been Fireworm, but Snotlout had come to care about the skinny Viking as both a cousin and a friend over the last few years, and he'd go cliff-diving into Helheim before he let someone who had hurt Hiccup even on accident get off without at least a punch to the face.

The crowd came, just as the dragons said, and the turmoil in the air, both what you could hear and what you could "hear", was deafening. Astrid was sure she was shouting at the top of her lungs, but she couldn't hear a thing, either due to the emotions practically roaring through her mind, no matter how hard she tried to close herself off to what her mind was being hit with, or the fact that these people just. Wouldn't.

"SHUT UP!"

Unsurprisingly, that didn't work as people bombarded them with questions? Where is Hiccup? We need to talk to him! What do you mean he can't talk to us right now! The group couldn't even get a word in, and things began going downhill as people began pressing forward. No sooner had one person made to push by Astrid, when a voice cut through the air that people _did_ listen to, or so help them.

"All of you! Quiet down! _NOW_!"

Astrid could swear that a switch had just been flipped as she opened her mind up again. There, pushing his way through the crowd was Stoick, and behind him, the gap he forced open simply widened as people bowed their heads in respect to the elder. As one, the teens and their dragons bowed respectfully to the hunkered-over old woman. As for the elder herself, she still carried herself with that same calm demeanor, despite having likely been woken from what was likely a good night's sleep up until about ten minutes ago.

**_Toothless woke me as well, child,_** she thought-sent to Astrid with a grin. Elders were often known for their deep spiritual connection with the world and the gods. As they faithfully served their village and the gods, they would become privy to things that were considered to be the stuff of ancient lore. For some, it was the ability to see supernatural creatures. For others, it was the power of foresight, gaining hints of what was to come. Others, though, were able to hear what others could not. For the elder of Berk, the blessing given to her by the gods was the power of thought-speech, even though she had yet to form a bond with a dragon, and what she had once hidden from the village she shared freely now that the war was over.

"Now then," Stoick said in a loud, stern voice, breaking the silence that had just formed over the crowd. "Would someone, note, some_one_, tell me what has everyone in such a frenzy that they were about to break down my door to see my son?"

No one stepped forward at first. Their chief was disappointed in them, and for some that was far worse than him being angry. Anger passed, but disappointment lasted far longer, and when Stoick was disappointed in you, you knew it, and getting back on his good side was not an easy thing. Snotlout stepped forward first from behind Stoick, clearing his throat.

"Sir," he began with a little uncertainty, "When Toothless roared, he cried out Hiccup's name too. It was loud enough that it probably woke everyone in the village who can use thought-speech. I tried to talk to Fireworm, but I couldn't sense her. When I went to see if she was alright, she was fading away." Stoick's eyes lit up as the connection to his son clicked immediately. A murmur slowly began spreading among the crowd, no doubt confirming the same thing happening to their bondmates. This wasn't lost on Snotlout as he continued, a bit more confident than before. "I figured Hiccup might know something, so I started running over here to see if he knew how to help, but…" He trailed off for a moment, not quite sure how to go about saying this, at least not around Stoick and every remaining bonded individual in the village.

"But he's fading away as well," Stoick finished. Murmurs of disbelief began rising up from the crowd, and Stoick knew all too well that if he didn't nip this in the bud, that it would eventually get out of hand, so he immediately continued. "It's true. I'm losing my son the same way you all are losing your bondmates. For now, the elder is here to have a look at Hiccup and see if there's anything that can be done." Stoick's gaze hardened as he said the next few words. "I will call a meeting in the Meade Hall when we know what is happening and if anything can be done to stop it. For now, return to your homes and pray that the gods have not abandoned us just yet."

The crowd began dispersing soon after that, whispered prayers to the Ӕsir on their lips. Letting out a breath, Stoick turned around, less than pleased with the way his little speech turned out. A leader should be able to rally his people, to inspire confidence in them, yet he had probably simply made the situation worse. What else could he have said, though? His son had done so much for the village and proven himself in battle against the Red Death. Why would the gods abandon Hiccup of all people? Yet it seemed the gods had done just that.

"Calm yourself, Stoick," said the elder, bringing Stoick out of his reverie. "The gods do not abandon their heroes." With that, the elder turned and walked into the house. "I'm going to see what I can do. Until I return, all I ask is that you not speak too loudly."

No one spoke at all while the healer worked. What else could be said? Not even thought-speech was heard. Astrid could see it; the others were getting antsy, just sitting around waiting for the elder to show back up and give them anything remotely resembling good news. She couldn't blame them, wanting to go flying on Thorn more than anything right now, anything to calm her nerves. The only thing that kept her, and most likely the others there was the possibility of the elder finishing up while they were gone. They wanted to be there to hear any news about their friend.

An hour later, the elder emerged from Hiccup's room at the top of the stairs. The grave look on her face was not encouraging in the slightest as everyone in the living room gathered around her, anxious to hear what she had to say.

"Your son," she began without preamble, "is fading from time." At the stunned silence, she continued. "At some point in the past, your son died, chief Stoick. As such, his future from that point on was undone." That was the easy part to break to the chief and the boy's friends, she thought to herself as she took in their wide-eyed expressions, disbelief the defining characteristic of every one of their features. "His death is sending ripples throughout all of time from that point onward. Events he would have shaped with his presence and deeds are proceeding differently. As to why others are fading, I have an idea as to why that is happening," she continued as she took a seat on one of the chairs at the table. "Because Hiccup died, several things that should have happened did not happen. The war between humans and dragons is likely going on, so chances are the people who are fading away were killed sometime between when the war would have ended and the present."

Snotlout couldn't contain it any longer. With what the elder said, he had mostly figured out what happened to Fireworm, but he wanted to see if he was right. "Then, Fireworm… during the final exam…"

"I'm afraid so, dear child. Without Hiccup in Dragon Training, he was never there to place first and thus never there to not kill your dragon. Someone else placed first that year, and since you all are still here…" The elder said nothing more. The implications were clear enough. There was no need to stoke that particular fire anymore than was necessary, especially now.

"All that said," she continued, veering the conversation away from the rather unpleasant topic it had turned off into as her features brightened somewhat, "there is hope." Whatever attention they weren't giving her before was all on her now. "I have spoken with the gods, and they had some interesting information for me. For starters," she began, an encouraging tone in her voice, "normally when something like this happens, the changes are never gradual like this. I believe it is the bond Hiccup shares with his Night Fury that is delaying the changes to the timeline, but whatever the reason, there is still time to fix this. Now then, that said," she said, her gaze becoming serious, "we now know the why, now we need to know the who, how and most importantly, _when_. Time is running short, though. I fear that if we don't work fast enough, Hiccup's bond with Toothless will fade away completely, and without Hiccup, there will be nothing stopping time from being completely rewritten in an instant."

There were few things that could flatfoot Stoick the Vast. What the elder just said was one of those things, and it was pretty high up on the list. Stoick shook his head, clearing his thoughts. He had no idea how much time Hiccup had left, and as such, they had to get working on it _now_.

"Send out word to the entire village," Stoick said to Astrid and the others in a voice that left no room for argument. "A meeting will take place in twenty minutes. Attendance is _not_ optional."

* * *

><p>So yeah, this looks infinitely better than what I had written up the first time around. *Looks at first draft and shudders while hugging his Rewrite Pad docx.*<p>

From now on, any story updates will bet on my profile, so look there if you're interested in how the next chapter is going.
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Hi, all! So yeah, I had a good writing day yesterday, and here is the next chapter of Undo the Future. Same as before, have a look, review if you feel so inclined, and happy reading!

Disclaimer: I still don't own How To Train Your Dragon, and for that we should all be grateful.

A Hunt Gone Wrong

The Meade Hall was packed with the remaining Vikings of Berk and whatever dragons could it into it as a great fire roared in the center of the room. A rough estimate had been made: well over a quarter of the village's population was fading away, counting both humans and dragons. No one uttered a single word as their elder chanted in front of the fire, beseeching the gods for the answers they sought.

Stoick took up a spot beside her to her right, as was his prerogative as chief. Toothless was on her left by virtue of the fact that he was a Night Fury, he wanted to see what happened to his human, and woe betide anyone who thought it would be a good idea to try and deny him a front row seat. From the time the elder began her prayers, the dragon never moved an inch, fixated completely and utterly on the fire in front of him, as if telling the dancing flames they were taking too long in telling him what had happened to his human.

Suddenly, the elder's eyes, which up until that point were tightly shut, snapped open as the fire practically doubled in height. In the center, the fire began to warp, moving out from the center and gathering until the middle of the blaze was completely empty, surrounded by a ring of fire. Any doubts that what had happened was of the Ӕsir were dispelled when everyone realized that no matter the perspective, they were all looking at it from the front no matter where they moved. Whatever was about to be shown to them, the Ӕsir obviously wanted to make sure everyone was able to see it.

The air began to ripple as images started to form within the ring. There was a family seated around a table and a boy receiving gifts. The look on his face was that of wonder and positively ecstatic joy as he held what looked to be a new sketchbook. Recognition played across Stoick's face as he realized what he was looking at. It was one of the memories he held closest to his heart: Hiccup's sixth birthday. His breath caught in his throat as the newly minted six-year-old Hiccup gave a younger Stoick the closest thing to a hug the boy could give, considering the difference between the two size-wise.

The hulking chief fought fiercely to keep tears of both sadness and joy from his face as he viewed the scene playing out before him that he remembered so well. Tears of joy because of how happy Stoick was that Hiccup had so loved the gift he had gotten the boy. Stoick had realized his son wouldn't be a warrior like him, but Hiccup was still his son and Stoick loved him regardless. He had wanted to prove it to his son, and a lot of thought went into what he should get Hiccup that year for his birthday. He wanted his son to know that no matter what he did, his father loved him and would always be proud of him. He was fighting back tears of sadness, however, for what would soon follow, as Valhallarama(oh, to be able to see her face again!) would die the following day protecting Hiccup from dragons during a raid. A pang of guilt stabbed at his heart as he realized that his son would spend the next ten years of his life doubting that his father loved him, even if nothing could have been further from the truth. It just got so hard to show it, as every time Stoick would look at Hiccup after that, he saw Val.

Shaking the memories from his head, Stoick focused entirely on the scene playing out in front of him. Whatever event led to his son's death, he thought as a surge of anger coursed through his body, would happen sometime before the end of his son's first day of being six years old. Forcing his emotions down, he gazed deep into the ring, mentally girding himself for what he knew was to come.

* * *

><p>"Well, Hiccup," Stoick asked, a hint of nervousness in his voice as he gauged his son's reaction, "what do you think?" There weren't a lot of times Stoick could remember where he was nervous, let alone this nervous. Tonight was one of those times. He had put so much thought into what he would get Hiccup for the lad's birthday, eventually settling on a sketchbook, masterfully made and bound. To think the boy may not like it shook the normally unflappable chief; Hiccup wouldn't be a warrior, not like his father, so the gift of a battle axe probably wouldn't be ideal for his son. From what he had seen of Hiccup so far, though, this seemed to be the perfect gift for him. The way Hiccup's face lit up as he moved a hand across the cover was all the confirmation Stoick needed that he had thought right about his son. The hug afterwards from the boy simply made a satisfying ending to the day even moreso.<p>

"Stoick," called Val from the other side of the table, taking on a "concerned" expression, "where's Gobber? Didn't he say he had something for Hiccup as well?"

"You know," Stoick began, taking on a look of "authentic" shock, "you're right. Where is the blighter? I'll show him what for," Stoick continued on, getting a laugh from his son as he went into a rage so over-exaggerated that even for a young boy like Hiccup, it was obvious that his dad was faking it. "I'll tie him to a post during the next dragon raid, maybe douse him in meat stock and make him look _especially_ appetizing!"

"Oh, no, Stoick," a voice called from outside, "quavering" with terror, "have mercy on this poor, tardy soul, for he dinnae mean to pay the guest of honor such disrespect!" Gobber burst through the door with a laugh. "Speakin' ah which, where is the lad," Gobber asked before his eyes settled on Hiccup. "Oh, there ye are! Yer father did say I had somethin' for you, and he was right!" Quickly, he deposited a large package in front of the boy. "I picked it out myself. Tell me if ya like it!"

Hiccup needed no encouragement. He tore into the packaging like it was the most offensive thing in the world at that point in time. What he saw when he opened the package gave him pause, as he didn't quite know what to make of the strange gift. He took a confused look at Gobber.

"They're… socks," Hiccup began.

"Aye, but not just any socks, Hiccup," Gobber whispered conspiratorially as he leaned closer to Hiccup. "_Left_ socks."

The grin on Hiccup's face threatened to split it clean in half. Gobber had told him all about the thieving nature of the dastardly trolls. That was why Hiccup had invented a "sock clamp" for his left leg so the blasted fiends wouldn't be able to sneak up and take his socks while he was wearing them, and he had been working on some incredibly complex trap for his sock drawer as well. Incidentally, left socks were ideal for catching trolls as well, or so Hiccup overheard as Gobber "absentmindedly" talked about trolls with Stoick just yesterday.

"So, who's up fer a troll hunt," Gobber exclaimed in a loud, boisterous voice.

Hiccup was on his feet in an instant. "I am! I'll catch one. No, I'll catch _seven_ of them!"

"Well now, tha's a mighty boast, brave warrior," Gobber responded good-naturedly, "but who'll follow you on this grand quest? After all, a great warrior always has a comrade at his side, strong and true. Yer boast is too outrageous, young Hiccup. I'll not accompany you!"

"Gobber's in the right, son! It's a foolhardy quest," said Stoick in a "disbelieving" voice. "A single troll is a high task for any warrior, but seven? That's madness!"

Hiccup paused for a moment, beginning to reconsider. His dad was the best warrior he had ever seen. If the man Hiccup practically idolized as what he wanted to be one day was scared of fighting as many trolls as Hiccup had boasted, what chance did he have?

"Then it's a good thing," Valhallarama cut in with an "indignant" tone, "that my son isn't just "any warrior." He'll bring back twice that amount, and I'll be there as his witness that he brought down an army of trolls!" With that, Val grabbed her axe and flashed Hiccup a grin. "What say you, young warrior," she began, the challenge in her voice bringing vigor back into her son's face, "can you best the troll hordes with your skill and cunning?"

Hiccup nodded so fast it was a surprise that his head didn't fly off. "Yeah! I can do it!" The shy, insecure Hiccup was gone in a flash, replaced by the "strategist" Hiccup. "We'll need nets, rope, we have the axe, we'll also need…"

Val simply smiled at her son as she looked up at Stoick and Gobber while Hiccup planned everything he thought he'd need for his "epic troll hunt". It had been the one-armed Viking who suggested the idea of a "troll hunt" for Hiccup for his sixth birthday. Normally they wouldn't have even considered it, what with it being about time for another raid, but Val took a shine to the idea. She volunteered to accompany Hiccup as his "brave and loyal follower" while he was out having fun, just in case the raid happened so she could be there to protect him. That seemed to satisfy Stoick. His wife wasn't just beautiful; she was a mighty warrior to boot, a match for nearly anyone in the village. They spent the next couple days rehearsing their lines for Hiccup's birthday at the end of the week, with many laughs had by all, though she often heard Gobber mumbling that the boy actually had a fair shot of catching one of the "dastardly, thieving blighters."

And so it was that Hiccup and Valhallarama were out in the forests of Berk that night, hunting the "dastardly trolls." She half-expected the winter snow to deter her son, but he simply took that as something good for their plan. "Even trolls leave footprints," he said. Val had to admit, as she saw her son actually doing a good job of stalking silently through the woods, that at this rate he might make a fine tracker one day, and a hunter was still a good and honorable profession in the village.

Eventually they reached what Hiccup deemed a suitable area to begin setting traps. While Val laid some of them, she left the majority of them to Hiccup, just to see if she was right. Sure enough, in the space of half an hour, her son had set up some functional traps, using the left socks Gobber gave him as bait.

"They'll never know what hit them," Val whispered to Hiccup as they went a fair distance away so as not to scare off their prey. "Your trap placement is a work of genius, young warrior! I would almost pity the next troll sock-hunting party that comes along! _Almost._" The boy swelled a bit at the praise his mom gave him.

And so, settling down, they began a round of the age-old trapper's game: the waiting game.

* * *

><p>Ashclaw soared high over Berk, taking care to stay high enough that the humans wouldn't see him or his followers. Hissflame, the Terrible Terror he sent out to locate the boy in the hopes of being able to launch a surgical strike under the guise of a raid, returned with unfortunate news: the boy was nowhere to be found in the village. This… was an inconvenience. Hissflame was his best scout, and if he said the boy the Vikings called "Hiccup" wasn't in the village, then he simply wasn't in the village. That meant he was somewhere else on the island, and sending his dragons into the forest to look for him would be too conspicuous. Still, he was the Highest Favored for a reason, and in an instant he was formulating a plan. He would turn this impasse into opportunity, and he knew exactly how to do so.<p>

*_Alright, listen up,_* he thought-sent with a growl, causing the loyalists to come to attention while they flew. *_Here's the plan. We know the boy is somewhere on the island, but we have no idea where. A large search party will be too noticeable, so we're going to have to make do. Hissflame, take Venomfang, Spitfire and Cloudstrider,_* he continued, gesturing towards the Zippleback, Gronckle and Nadder respectively. *_Comb the forest and find the boy. When you do, I'll send a few more dragons to ensure he doesn't escape. I have faith in your abilities, but we've come too far now to leave anything to chance. Now move out, and remember: I want the boy alive!_*

Whistling an affirmative to his leader's plans, the Terror and his small squad of draconic scout specialists broke off from the main group and spread out, planning to land in different parts of the forest to increase their chances of finding the human. They were Ashclaw's best scouts and trackers. They'd find the boy in no time.

*_As for the rest of us,_* he said in a sadistic tone as he felt the bloodlust building in his followers, Mistwing included, at what they knew was coming, *_We're running as a diversion. Keep your mind open so I can direct you if I want you breaking off to capture the child. Now then! Who's up for a raid?_*

There was no point in being subtle anymore, and with a cacophony of roars and snarls, the remaining loyalists dove down towards the village and spread out. Soon, Berk was in flames as Vikings poured out, ready to fight to the death.

Ashclaw was more than willing to provide as he set himself aflame, looking every bit the burning harbinger of death that the rumors claimed him to be.

* * *

><p>It had been two hours so far, yet there had been no success. No panicked cries of trolls as they got caught in his traps that he had spent a whole half-hour working on. So much for accomplishing his boast, Hiccup thought; now he would be the laughing stock of the village for making a boast he couldn't back up. Sighing, he looked at his mom, who simply smiled back. At least he had the part where a hunter needed patience down pat.<p>

"They aren't coming, mom," Hiccup whined. "I finally get to go on a troll hunt and I don't even get to catch a single one."

The crushed look on her son's face made Valhallarama flinch inwardly. Yes, she had been expecting it, but it didn't make her feel any better. Hiccup was so looking forward to this after Gobber had given him his present, and to see her boy like this, so defeated, was not the way she wanted his birthday to end.

"I'm not surprised, Hiccup," Val began as Hiccup's downcast eyes darted up to her, an expression of betrayal on his face that his own mother didn't really think he could do it. "They heard you were hunting them. Who wouldn't run as far away as they could from such a cunning warrior? In fact," she continued in a mischievous voice, "I'll bet they were wary of any left socks they found tonight, just in case it was bait for one of your clever traps! Go ahead and ask around tomorrow, see just how many people lost their left socks to trolls tonight while you were on patrol!"

Hiccup's face lit up at the thought of such having saved the village. He may not have caught any trolls tonight, but at least he saved the village's socks from the dastardly fiends! That was a heroic feat indeed! Smiling with at least that small victory in mind, he got up and dusted the snow off his furs. "I'll just have to try harder next time, mom," he said in a determined voice. "I'll catch them next time. They won't even know what hit them!" Hiccup started standing up, aiming to go disassemble his traps to tinker with them, when a sound came from the clearing he had set them in. It sounded like his traps going off, one after the other!

Val was as surprised as her son. It looked like this was going to be a much more productive evening than she could have anticipated. "Well, Hiccup, I'd say this hunt just got a lot more interesting, wouldn't you agree," Val said as she hefted her axe. "Just be careful, brave warrior! Trolls are a tricky lot, so be ready for anything," she finished as she took off, her son following close behind.

Meanwhile, under a fallen tree close to their hiding spot, a pair or wide, round eyes peered out from the owner's own hiding place.

*_Tricky, hmm? Yes, I suppose we are,_* the Terror mused as his target bounded off, straight towards their own trap, "but I think you'll find trolls aren't what you're going to be worrying about by night's end…*

* * *

><p>Stoick roared angrily as another dragon almost came close enough for him to cave in its ribcage with a hammer blow before darting away to avoid the strike. It looked like his fears about the raid were well-founded after all, and now his son and his wife were in the forest with no one else around. Yes, he knew his wife could take care of herself, and his son was smart enough to know how to hide, but these were still dragons he was talking about. Underestimating them was a novice mistake that would almost always cost the overconfident Viking their life. It was all he could do to keep from breaking off and going to find his family.<p>

Still, something seemed off about this raid. For one thing, there weren't enough dragons. Normally you couldn't look towards a single patch of sky during a raid without finding at least a few dragons somewhere in your line of sight, but he had counted only a handful of dragons in comparison since the raid began. Another thing that was off was how the dragons were going about their raid; they weren't even touching the sheep or the stores of fish. While certainly not a bad thing, considering it was the middle of winter and they were pressed for food as is, it just seemed unusual. All these dragon were doing was buzzing them, burning buildings and occasionally Vikings. One other thing to consider was this gray Monstrous Nightmare that he kept seeing; it was acting like it was waiting for something, something important.

One final thing, though, tipped him off that something was wrong, and that was when roughly five or so dragons suddenly broke off from the attack and flew towards the woods. The way they were going about it as well, waiting until a couple massive fires lit up opposite ends of the village before darting off, suggested they wanted to make sure no one saw them leaving the fight. All these facts pointed to only one possible conclusion: this "raid" was actually a diversion.

That was all Stoick could process before he took off after them, bent on reaching his wife and son before the devils could find them.

* * *

><p>There was one thing to be said for Hiccup's small stature: he was surprisingly nimble when it came to getting around in dense forests, and soon he was well ahead of his mother. He finally did it! He caught a troll, maybe even several! There would be songs sung around the fires about his accomplishments and epic tales of Hiccup the Troll-Catcher! He rounded the corner with a smile on his face…<p>

… which promptly changed into an expression of fear. Where there should have been a troll, there was instead a dragon, its leg caught in one of his snare traps. Okay, so it wasn't a troll, but at least he caught a dragon, and it wasn't just a Terror, but a Deadly Nadder to boot! Hiccup tried to make himself believe that, that it was helpless in one of his ingenious traps, but not even his six-year-old mind would have any of that. With what looked like a smirk, the dragon simply raised its foot and gave a small tug, snapping the rope wrapped around its leg as its eyes took on a predatory gleam to them.

"Hiccup? Hiccup, did you catch a tro-" Valhallarama trailed off as she saw what was in the clearing. In an instant she was in front of her son, her axe at the ready. If this Nadder wanted a go at her son, she'd make sure it did so only over her dead body. The Nadder looked surprised for a moment. Clearly it didn't expect having to work for its dinner tonight. The shock quickly faded as it raised its head and gave a warbling call that echoed through the forest. Val became distinctly aware of two more beings making an entrance, a quick glance to her sides revealing a Zippleback touching down on her left and a Gronckle hovering to her right. This wasn't just chance. These dragons were waiting for them. No, she thought as her eyes went wide. They lured them out into the open by springing one of her son's traps, and the Nadder only called for help after it looked like it might have a harder time with its prey than it originally thought. They were here for…

"Mommy," Hiccup asked in a frightened tone.

He only ever called her "mommy" when he was well and truly scared, and that was all the determination Val needed. Hiccup couldn't stay here, not with three dragons all seeming to be interested in him specifically if where they were looking was any indication.

"Hiccup," she whispered as her grip on her axe tightened, "do you know the way home?"

"Uh, yeah," Hiccup answered in a shaky, unsure tone. "Why?" Surely his mom wasn't asking him to…

"Hiccup, run to the village, and don't stop until you're safe with your father. Understand?" The tone in her voice left no room for argument as her legs tensed, ready to leap at the first dragon to make a move toward her son. Of course, Hiccup would argue anyway.

"But what about-"

"I'll be alright, Hiccup," she responded quickly, cutting him off. She wanted to sound brave and reassuring to her son. Honestly, she didn't know if she would be able to win on her own against three dragons at the same time, but her son's life was at stake here. There was no chance of her backing down while she drew breath. "Just go. I don't know what I'd do if I lost you. Now, remember what your father and I taught you about running from someone." Her eyes took on a steely gaze as the Zippleback took a step towards them. "Run, Hiccup!"

Nodding quickly, Hiccup turned and ran, with Valhallarama following close behind until she was between the three dragons and her son. She stopped and turned around to block the dragons from going after her son once he had disappeared into a thick section of trees. That the dragons hadn't even moved to stop them puzzled her. The looks on their faces, though, both chilled her to the bone and made her blood boil. They looked amused, even smug if you looked hard enough. She pondered over it for only a moment, when the roar of another Nadder sounded from far behind her, making her eyes go wide as she realized it was coming from the same direction Hiccup had run off in. These dragons didn't need to waste time killing her; they were going to try and catch Hiccup as he ran back to the village!

She wheeled around and made to run after Hiccup. The three dragons landed in front of her in an instant, the Zippleback needing a moment to turn itself around. The Nadder needed no such courtesy, spinning around on its heel as it landed and launched itself forward to take a bite out of Val's face as she got close. That would be the last thing it ever did.

Valhallarama was known throughout the village as a brave and mighty warrior, said to have no equal, even among the shield maidens, and there were few men who dared to test her skill. People who knew her, however, knew not to fear the warrior, but the mother. Her son had been in danger before, and her maternal instincts combined with her prowess on the battlefield meant that whatever was threatening her boy very rarely lived more than a few seconds after Valhallarama got close enough to bring her axe to bear on the threat.

Combine that with the fact that the three dragons before her were better scouts than fighters, and that is the story of how Cloudstrider the Nadder wound up with Valhallarama's axe through his heart in the blink of an eye.

Sneering contemptuously, Val yanked her axe free of the Nadder's ribcage with a single, mighty pull, cutting through bone, muscle and scales as it left a huge gash in the right side of the dragon's chest where it ripped free. The Nadder fell to the ground with a thud that would have been very satisfying, had the Viking who slew it not had more important things to worry about. She sprinted forward without missing a beat, intent on downing the Gronckle before following Hiccup. With its smaller bulk and greater maneuverability, it would be far more effective in delaying her than the Zippleback. The Gronckle moved first, launching a fireball in her direction. In one fluid motion, she dove out of the way, rolled upright and propelled herself forward, bringing her axe down on the Gronckle's forehead. She quickly wrenched the axe free before taking off after Hiccup, the thick group of trees he disappeared into blocking the Zippleback from following her on foot.

* * *

><p>Hiccup's lungs were on fire as he ran. The village was close, he just knew it was, but the snarling and the beating of wings he heard behind him left no time for him to celebrate. He had done well avoiding the dragons so far, but losing them completely was proving to be impossible. Somehow they would find a way past whatever obstacle he put between them and him, often just flying over it to land someplace in front of him to jump out at him, making him keep to the denser parts of the forest. While it was slower going this way, at least the dragons couldn't get to him as easily, and that gave him precious extra time to escape their claws when they tried to grab him.<p>

Eventually, though, he crested the hill he knew so well and laid eyes on the village down below, and what he saw made his eyes go wide with shock: the village was under attack. All over the village he could see dragons flying around, setting houses on fire and dive-bombing Vikings. Suddenly he began wondering if this was such a good idea. There were dragons here, which meant the village wasn't safe. Should he go back into the forest, try to find his mom? But there were still dragons back in the forest, and his six-year-old mind told him that staying in here with them was a very bad idea. Maybe he could at least make it back to the house so he could hide. He was so caught up in his dilemma, however, that he didn't notice the Nightmare descending on him until the last second.

Fate, or rather, Stoick, seemed to have a different idea as he leapt seemingly from out of nowhere, barreling into the Nightmare and sending them both sprawling. Stoick simply rolled onto his feet, hammer in hand. The Nightmare, however, had a harder time of it, having been knocked completely onto its back and took precious seconds righting itself. Those few seconds were all Stoick needed to close the distance between him and the dragon, and a distinctly unhealthy-sounding crunch was heard as he brought his hammer down on the Nightmare's head.

"Hiccup," his father yelled as he turned to him, not even paying attention to his latest kill. "Go! Get to the house!"

Hiccup wanted to protest, wanted to tell his dad that mom was still in the forest, but kept those thoughts to himself. What his father told him to do during a dragon raid was to be obeyed to the letter, something both he and his mother spelled out often for him. Hiccup turned and ran, not even bothering to nod as a Nadder came bursting out of the trees he had just emerged from. Behind him, he could hear the battle cry of his dad as Stoick charged the dragon, bent on ensuring it was too broken to even make a move toward his son.

It took far longer than Hiccup had hoped to get to his house, mostly because of having to be far stealthier than he usually was in booking it to his house during a dragon raid. Even for someone as young as him, it was hard to deny that these dragons seemed to be after him specifically. As such, he made it a point to take the roundabout but much better-concealed route to his home. Now, though, he was faced with one final, seemingly insurmountable obstacle. "Open spaces are the last place you want to be if you're running from a dragon" was one of the things Stoick had impressed upon his son the most, saying that it was one of the most important things he would ever teach Hiccup. Now, between him and the front door of his house, was fifty feet of the last place he wanted to be while running from a dragon.

* * *

><p>Ashclaw was beginning to lose his patience. The plan was simple, yet here his followers were, botching it up! Yes, the presence of the boy's dame was unexpected, but did they really have to bring the sire, one of the humans even Ashclaw was wary around, into the equation as well? First he had lost contact with two of the scouts he had sent to find the human and now the boy's enraged parents were cutting a path of death through the remaining dragons that Ashclaw had sent out after him, losing contact with a Nightmare and another Gronckle one after the other deeper in the forest, likely the dame's handiwork. This would not be how it ends, not if he could help it.<p>

*All forces, find the human! _NOW!_*

*Hang on, sir,* came a call from the village below. It was Venomfang. *I see him! He's running towards his nest!*

His gaze darted down to the structure where he knew the chief and his son lived. Sure enough, there was the boy, running for all his little legs were worth towards his home. And closing in behind him was Venomfang, claws outstretched and ready to snatch up their target. Ashclaw smiled for a moment. Perhaps this would work after all! That moment was short-lived, though, as he saw one of the humans running to intercept the Zippleback. Neither of the dragon's heads saw the danger they were about to be in, focused entirely on their target.

*Venomfang, watch out,* Ashclaw managed to get out at the last second, but by then it was too late.

* * *

><p>Hiccup was well aware of the dragon descending down to grab him. He also knew that there was no way he'd be able to get away from it this time, not with thirty or so feet left between him and the front door of his house and nowhere to hide. Clenching his fists and gritting his teeth, he pushed himself to the limit trying to reach his goal, dead set on at least giving it his all before he inevitable failed. That failure never came, however, as the dragon let out a shriek behind him and fell to the ground with a loud thud. Curiosity got the better of the boy's mind as he skidded to a stop and turned around. There, facing down a now one-headed Zippleback, was Gobber.<p>

"I've got yer back, Hiccup," the older Viking called out over his shoulder, sidestepping a lunge from the remaining head and moving to counter with his axe-hand. "Go! Get inside!" Having said that, Gobber turned his attention back to the beast in front of him. He couldn't make sure Hiccup escaped the devil if he was dead.

Hiccup didn't even have time to turn around as he felt something heavy slam into his back, pinning him to the ground. To his left and right he saw long, wicked-looking, scythe-like claws mere inches from his face. He didn't want to look. He didn't want to see what caught him. Some part of him, however, a very strong part, disagreed strongly about what Hiccup wanted. Slowly, despite the rational part of his mind screaming not to look, his head turned slightly as his peripheral vision took in what was above him. If the pressure he felt on his back would have allowed him to breathe, he would have screamed. There, glaring straight down at him with more hatred than Hiccup ever thought possible for a single being, was a Monstrous Nightmare.

For an instant, the two locked gazes. The Nightmare's eyes told Hiccup everything that was necessary. "I am going to kill you," the eyes told him in no uncertain terms. "I'm going to do it as slowly and painfully as possible, and I'm going to enjoy every. Single. Second of it." The pressure lifted from his back as Hiccup gasped for air, only to feel himself being lifted as the beast's back paw hooked its talons into his furs. Thinking purely on instinct, Hiccup thrashed about for all he was worth, managing to wiggle his way out of his furs and falling a short distance to the ground. His victory was short-lived, however, as the Nightmare simply clamped his other paw down around Hiccup's waist this time as it discarded the now-shredded furs. This, however, did not go unnoticed by Gobber as the now-headless Zippleback fell to the ground.

"Hiccup!" The look of terror in his eyes swiftly turned to one of rage as he focused on the Nightmare pinning his friend's son to the ground. "I'll turn yer skull into a chamber pot, ye filthy beast!"

The older Viking charged the dragon, looking for all the world like he was completely intent on cleaving its skull clean in two. The Nightmare simply looked amused as one of the few Vikings Hiccup called a friend lashed out with a horizontal strike, aiming to cut deep into the dragon's jaw. In a flash, the rows of long teeth opened and clamped down on the flat of the axe with blinding speed, and in one fluid motion and a flick of its head, the Nightmare sent Gobber flying across the clearing. That small demonstration of what the Nightmare was capable of simply proved one final fact that its eyes conveniently forgot to mention: "And there's no one who can stop me." In an instant they were in the air, the village falling away as Hiccup reached out desperately, screaming for his father as he tried in vain to grasp at the ground that was now well beyond his reach. The last thing Hiccup was able to make out as they flew away was his dad running after them as far as he could, crying out his son's name with an anguish that Hiccup could hear even as he eventually became impossible to distinguish from the rapidly-shrinking village.

* * *

><p>Stoick had never killed as many dragons in such a short period of time as he had when he saw the Nightmare diving down towards his son. It was like they weren't even there as he plowed his way through them, the sound of their bones crunching under the furious blows from his hammer lost to him as he focused entirely on his son. His horror only intensified when he saw the hate-filled glare the Nightmare gave Hiccup when it pinned his son to the ground before taking off after it threw Gobber to the side like a ragdoll. He vaguely recalled how his son was screaming "Daddy" as he was carried off. He vaguely remembered crying out Hiccup's name as the Nightmare flew farther and farther away, the other dragons breaking off their attack and following close behind.<p>

What happened a few minutes later, though, as he stood defeated on the spot where the Nightmare had taken off with his son, he remembered with perfect clarity.

"Stoick?"

The one voice he wanted to hear less than anything right now sounded deafening behind him, even though it was barely a hushed whisper. His entire body felt heavy with grief as he turned to face his wife, his head hung low as he couldn't bring himself to look her in the eye.

"Where is he, Stoick," asked Val in a strained tone. She knew the answer already, but didn't want to believe it. She was begging him to tell her that Hiccup was in the house, safe and sound.

"Where's my boy?"

He wanted to tell her their son was safe as he slowly raised his head, the sorrow on his face saying everything he didn't want to. He wanted to tell her the dragons didn't take Hiccup from them as she burst into tears while he fought with all his might to hold back his own. He wanted to be able to lie to his wife as his tears began to flow freely.

"Oh, Val," he whispered in a choked voice as the two of them embraced, seeking comfort from the cold, horrible reality of what they had just lost, "I'm so sorry…"

* * *

><p>Tears formed in Stoick's eyes as he looked on at how his son was taken all those years ago. Around him, Astrid, Snotlout, the twins and Fishlegs were trying to do hold their own tears back, with mixed results. Toothless was shaking, but with rage or sorrow at what he had just witnessed, the Viking chief couldn't tell. He couldn't blame any of them. He had just watched his six-year-old son get taken away by a dragon that likely tortured Hiccup to death, all with a sick smile on its face. That thought sickened him. It gave him an anger that slowly overrode his fear and sadness before growing into a cold fury. He was Stoick the Vast. His son was Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the Third, Slayer of the Red Death, Friend of Dragons and Hero of the Gods. His son had a destiny, and he would wrestle Surtr with his bare hands before he'd let some sadistic dragon with a grudge against his son take Hiccup's birthright away from him.<p>

"Well then," he began, his voice hard as stone and cold as steel, "we know what happened." He turned to the elder. "Now how do we stop it?"

* * *

><p>So there you have it. Hopefully the next chapter won't be quite as depressing as this one turned out to be. Anyway, same rules apply. Not making any promises about how long the next chapter will take to write, edit and post, but who knows? A miracle might happen a second time! Anyway, later all, and I hope you enjoyed this latest addition to Undo the Future!<p> 


	4. Chapter 4

Alright, folks, I'm not going to lie. This chapter was a _pain_ to write. A few parts had ludicrous word choice which I think I ironed out well enough. Either way, I'm actually pretty happy with what ultimately came out of all this, considering what it started as. Anyway, read on, review if you feel so led, and enjoy!

Disclaimer: Nope, still don't own it. You may all rest easy.

Also, a bit of an update in the Author's Notes at the end of the story, so have a look.

When it Rains…

"What?"

While not the most eloquent response Stoick could have chosen regarding the elder's matter-of-fact statement, it certainly communicated his intent. What the elder was suggesting was completely unheard of. What was done was done, and even though amends could be made in certain situations, no deed can ever be taken back. This was reality, and what the elder was suggesting was completely unrealistic. Still, the idea of people fading away because something killed them in the past was also completely unheard of. Elders did, after all, have a tendency to possess ancient knowledge that would drive lesser men insane were it revealed to them.

"Do not think it so absurd, Stoick," the elder chided in a knowing tone of voice, causing Stoick to raise an eyebrow, his interest piqued. "I have learned much from the gods in my meditations last night regarding Hiccup's condition. For instance, those dragons that took your son? They were loyalists, Stoick, and they came from the present. To travel through time is far from impossible." Her tone grew hard as her gaze seemed to root Stoick to the spot. "The Ӕsir are giving us a chance, Stoick; a chance to save your son. Let us not waste it."

Stoick was at war with himself as he dismissed the impromptu council, motioning for Astrid, the others and their dragons to stay behind as the rest of the village emptied out of the Meade Hall. He simply sighed as Gobber took up his usual spot next to Stoick, both as a trusted advisor and as a friend. Stoick was very much a Viking, and the Viking in him told him to prepare the village for war, to storm into the past and crush the loyalists through sheer force of numbers. He had almost dedicated himself to that course of action then and there, save for one key factor: he may have been a Viking, but he was also chief of the village, and for the sake of his village he needed all the facts relevant to their situation before committing to something. He remembered what happened the last time he listened when the Viking in him told him to charge headlong into a situation: not only had the Red Death destroyed nearly their entire fleet in a heartbeat, but several good, brave men and women died needlessly, all because he _didn't_ listen to what his son was desperately trying to tell him. He would _not_ make that same mistake again, especially not with what was on the line.

"Alright, then," he began, speaking to Gobber and the elder, his voice calm and resolute, "what are our options?"

* * *

><p>Astrid and the others simply looked on as their chief and his two closest advisors began hammering out a plan. Though at first unsure of why she, her friends and their dragons were told to stay behind for the planning session, the plan Stoick had decided to put forth made sense if he wanted them involved due to certain extremely important facts about the ritual that the elder brought up as the meeting went along.<p>

The idea of using an entire army was eventually abandoned, for three reasons. The first was pure, random chance. When sending anything through time, be it into the past or the future, there is the factor of drift. For a single person, the amount of drift would be perhaps a couple hours, meaning that a single person could appear a couple hours before they wanted to, a couple hours after, or anywhere in between. As more individuals were added to the group, though, the potential drift would increase to the point that even a large group ran the risk of arriving several days later than the point in time they were aiming for, a risk no one wanted to take. The sheer potential of an entire army for catastrophically overshooting their deadline, therefore, was completely unacceptable.

The second reason was location. Wherever the people being sent back were standing when the ritual was completed, that was where they would appear in the past. The only place large enough to accommodate an army was the village proper. It didn't take a genius to figure out that the village of Berk in _any_ time period would react quite poorly to an entire army magically appearing out of nowhere, even if they were being led by an older-looking Stoick the Vast.

While both of these could be worked around, by setting the desired point in time earlier and sailing to another island to perform the ritual respectively, there was one final obstacle that made a large army completely impossible: time. The gods had made it perfectly clear to the elder that, at the rate Hiccup was fading, he'd fade away completely by morning.

That left only one option: a small team of specialists. By that point, Astrid had figured out why Stoick had them and their dragons stay: he wanted them to be that team. Considering the talents the others possessed, that wasn't a bad idea. Ruffnut and Tuffnut were experts at sneaking around, a necessity for the village's renowned pranksters. Fishlegs was a natural when it came to navigation, and the factoid grab-bag that was his mind was bound to have useful bits of information. Snotlout was, as expected, a skilled warrior already, as was she. Combined with their dragons for aerial combat, which for everyone gathered in the Meade Hall was considered almost inevitable, and they would have all their bases covered with such a team.

Still, even that plan had one thing holding it back: that little matter of drift. Between the eight of them, their combined drift meant they would risk arriving almost a day after the events that took place, and arriving earlier would carry the risk of that damnable Terror or one of Ashclaw's other scouts catching wind of them and calling in the rest of the loyalists. That meant an even smaller group would be needed to ensure they even had a chance of making it in time, and if they encountered the loyalists with such a reduced number…

They didn't have much choice, though. A small group would at least be able to move quickly and with less chance of being seen. It was eventually decided that the twins, Astrid and Fishlegs would be the team they would send. After all this, it would only be the four of them. That thought shook Astrid deeply. The thought of leaving Snotlout and the dragons behind, especially Thorn, was something she had never even wanted to consider. They were friends, loyal and true, and they had gotten through some pretty tough scrapes together. To undertake something this important without them seemed… wrong. Still, if they managed to pull this off, it wouldn't matter. Hiccup would be alright and they would all be flying together through the air again in no time.

With those thoughts in mind, she turned and made to leave, Thorn falling in step right behind her as she let her mind wander for the brief period it would take before reaching her house, whereupon the preparations for the ordeal ahead of her would begin in earnest. Quickly, but unsurprisingly, she found herself thinking about Hiccup and her memories of him. If she failed in her mission, after all, she would never have these memories again. What harm could come from going over them in detail, just in case? That logic seemed reasonable to her as she thought back to when she had first seen him…

* * *

><p>Her family had just landed on Berk. They said it was an old village. Everything sure looks new, though, she thought to herself as she followed her mom and dad off the boat. There was their new chief. The first thing her eyes went to was the truly massive beard the man sported. He seemed in good spirits, she thought, as he officially welcomed them to Berk. He introduced them to his son, the brown-haired boy who was peering at them curiously from behind his father's leg. The chief, who she now knew as Stoick the Vast, called him…<p>

* * *

><p>Wait, that wasn't her first memory of him, was it? No, it was… yes, it was a few days after she and her family settled into their new home. She saw a boy with unruly black hair picking on another, smaller boy with longer but much straighter brown hair. She had the feeling, as her fist connected with the larger boy's jaw, that she'd be doing this to him a lot more for various reasons as she was growing up. The smaller boy simply said this was normal treatment for him from his cousin, but didn't seem all that upset by it. Impressed by what she saw as Viking resilience from such a small, skinny boy, she introduced herself as Astrid, noticing the faint blush from the brown-haired boy as he introduced himself as…<p>

* * *

><p>Wait, why did she punch the black-haired boy again? It must have been something important. And the chief was so… distant and melancholy as he introduced himself and welcomed them to the village. And he was alone.<p>

Astrid stopped in her tracks halfway out the door to the Meade Hall, Thorn abruptly coming to a halt behind her. She was getting that feeling in her gut again, that feeling she only got when something was truly and horribly wrong.

*_Astrid? What's wrong,_* came the question from Thorn, an inquisitive warble coming from the Nadder to accompany the mental question.

**_Why… this doesn't make sense,_** Astrid thought-sent to her Nadder, not wanting anyone else to hear what she was saying. **_Thorn, when was the first time you ever saw Hiccup?_**

The Nadder pondered for a moment before answering, *_If memory serves, it was during that last class before the final exam about fourteen years ago,* he said with croon of admiration. *Fine group of trainees, they were. I saw him with his… no, wait, it was the year after that… wasn't it?_*

Thorn must have sensed what Astrid was thinking, and soon their minds were linked as they combed through each others' memories. What they found made their stomachs lurch: their older memories and more current memories were out of sync, and as time went on, they were steadily getting more and more inconsistent. The largest discrepancy of all, though, was that Hiccup wasn't present in earlier memories he had originally played a part in.

*_Our memories,_* Thorn said, his mental voice in Astrid's head barely above a whisper, *_they're_…*

**_Being rewritten_,** she finished as they shared dumbstruck, horrified looks.

That one realization was enough to make her mental defenses falter, and what she felt as the walls began to crumble gave her one positive thought about all this: at least she and Thorn weren't the only ones. Their reading of each other's memories had tuned out all conversation, both verbal and mental, and the shock of what the two of them had learned had let the others' thoughts enter her mind as their heated exchanges carried on. There was one constant through it all: everyone's memories were changing, and Hiccup was becoming less and less present in them.

The two things that stood out to her, though, out of all the things she was hearing and seeing, were Stoick and Toothless. So far, neither had said a word, but their faces wore similarly horrified expressions, indicating that their memories were also being remade. The key difference, though, between them and everyone else with the possible exception of Gobber, was just how horrified their facial expressions were. Whatever their memories were being rewritten as, Astrid had no doubt that they were shaking both Stoick and Toothless to the very core of their being.

She shook her head. That simply gave her another reason to succeed, so that whatever their memories were becoming would never come true. The rest of the group, though, was still engaged in heated conversation, and quite frankly, Astrid didn't care much for it right now. Their memories were being rewritten and that's all that should have to be said about it. At this rate Hiccup would be gone completely before they would all. Just.

"SHUT UP!"

*_SHUT UP!_*

The Meade Hall went completely silent at the combined verbal and mental outburst from two _very_ pissed off individuals. Astrid and Toothless both exchanged surprised glances before nodding at each other and proceeding to tear their friends a new one.

"Why are we still talking about this, guys," yelled Astrid, Toothless going along pretty much the same lines as her with the dragons. "In case you all haven't noticed, our standing here and talking about how our memories are changing isn't magically giving Hiccup more time in this world! Now, are any of you besides me going to actually take the time to prepare for what may be the most important undertaking of our lives, or are you going to show up wielding spoons and girding yourselves in loincloths?" She didn't even take the time to see if what she said had sunk in, spinning on her heel and storming out of the Meade Hall and into the night. She had a life to save.

* * *

><p>Toothless sped through the forest towards the cove, the elder holding on for dear life on his back. She was tougher than she looked, she had claimed, but they had thrown on a few extra harnesses and clips to the saddle in short order, just to be sure. He had suggested, without hesitation, that they use the cove he and Hiccup often frequented as a place to perform the ritual.<p>

*_The only human I ever smelled anywhere near it was Hiccup,_* he had explained. *_The team should have no problems getting in undetected._*

While that may have been a sound argument from a purely logical standpoint, the elder admitted as the forest flew by, she was convinced that wasn't the only reason. Ever since the planning meeting, the normally energetic, attentive dragon seemed distant. She supposed it could have been him worrying about Hiccup and the fact that eventually his memories were beginning to include less and less of the boy. Still, her duties as the elder extended to all the residents of Berk, and that included Toothless. Whatever she could do to soothe the dragon's worries, she would do her best for him.

When they finally reached the cove a few minutes later, the answer became clear to her. As soon as she had dismounted, the dragon headed off without a word to the edge of the small pond in the middle of the cove and simply laid down, gazing across the water's surface. That, the elder surmised, must have been why he wanted to come here. The ritual was just a good reason for it. He was still just as distant as he was back in the Meade Hall, but the agitation she had sensed growing within him with each passing moment was slowly beginning to ebb away. It wasn't that hard to guess why, considering the fond memories Toothless probably had of this place, and of the boy who ended up becoming his closest friend; he likely wanted to go over them as much as possible in case they didn't finish before those memories were also rewritten.

Smiling, she walked over to a large portion of open ground by the water's edge. After a brief moment's observation, she nodded to herself; this place would be ideal for the ritual. She took the pointed end of her walking stick and began forming the large circle in the loose dirt that would be the focal point to the ritual, the full moon shining overhead providing sufficient light for her to work. The tranquility that had once pervaded the entirety of the cove was shattered in an instant as Toothless let out an enraged roar from behind her. She was barely able to turn around all the way before she fell to the ground, the Night Fury standing over her, his head mere inches from hers, his pupils narrowed to dangerous slits as his clawed forepaws dug into the ground on either side of her head.

*_Don't. You. Dare!_*

* * *

><p>This spot was special. Toothless' memories told him this spot was where, by what could only be the grace of the Dragon of Time bringing his human back to him, he got another chance. They drew on this exact spot, his human making an admittedly decent picture of the Night Fury himself and Toothless with his impeccable drawing of the boy. This was where they formed their bond anew, and this bond, he promised himself, would last forever.<p>

And now here this old hag was, desecrating this most precious of spots with her scribbles! This was a personal affront, an affront to his human, _his_ human and no one else's, and he would not stand for it! She was just lucky he was in a charitable mood, or she wouldn't even have gotten a warning. It was time, then, to give her that warning.

*_Get out. Now,_* he intoned, his mental voice carrying all of his menace and anger. *_I'll not have you defiling my cove, his cove, our cove, with your chicken scratch! So leave now, or so help me I'll tear you apart where you lay!_*

He paused for a moment. When had he become so angry, so… volatile? Ah, yes, his mind told him as the memories he had tried so hard to forget came back in a wave. _That's_ when. Just as quickly as the memories came to him, he forced them back down, having had years of practice in keeping them buried deep in his mind where they belonged. Shaking his head, he looked down at the small form shaking between his feet. But she was drawing where we did! She was…

Toothless' mind flashed forward to the present, to the task they were trying desperately to accomplish before they ran out of time.

She was just trying to help save Hiccup.

He quickly backed away and ran to the other side of the lake. He bent over the water's edge, staring down his reflection, hoping it would have the answers he was looking for. What had just happened? He had nearly killed someone who was just trying to help, nearly torn apart someone who had given him aid in the past while his human was recovering from his wounds.

His ears flicked up at the sound of slow, light footsteps before flattening back down again, this time in shame. He had lost control of himself, for whatever reason, he had no idea, and had almost lost Hiccup completely because of it. The footsteps stopped next to him and he had to fight to avoid flinching at the reassuring hand on his neck.

**_Toothless,_** came the soft, caring voice of the elder in his head, though he still refused to look up. **_What is bothering you, Toothless? I know this place is special to you and Hiccup, but obviously I underestimated just how important this place was._** Sighing softly, she turned and began heading towards the exit. **_Volunteering something special and actually giving it up are two entirely different things, aren't they, Toothless? Don't worry, there are plenty of other places to perform the ritual._**

His head shot up at that statement. They couldn't find another place, not with as much time as they had spent already! They couldn't risk losing Hiccup!

*_No,_* he yelled out quickly. He mentally berated himself as the elder flinched away briefly, letting out an apologetic croon as he started again, returning to staring at his reflection. *_No. It's not your fault._*

**_Well, something about me performing the ritual here set something off inside you, obviously. It was like looking at a completely different dragon. May I ask a question, Toothless,_** the elder asked. She took the complete lack of response as a "yes" answer, and so continued. **_The way you reacted, did it have anything to do with your new memories?_**

Toothless visibly tensed, but nodded. Obviously she had found what the problem was. Now it was time to see what, if anything, she could do to ease the dragon's fears.

**_Whatever memories you have now, they must be quite traumatic to have such an effect on your behavior. Do you wish to talk about it,_** the elder asked carefully.

*_No,_* he without missing a beat, *_I really don't want to._*

**_I won't try to pry answers out of you, Toothless,_** the elder said simply, hoping that would at least help him relax enough that he would talk freely, **_but what is keeping you from sharing?**_

Right then and there, Toothless wished more than anything that he could switch places with his reflection, maybe let it take some of the heat. Still, he knew the elder would leave it alone until he was ready to talk if he made it clear just how painful these memories were.

*_I've fought for what seems like years now to keep those memories buried as deeply as possible,_* he said, trying to prevent those same memories from finding their way to the surface like they did mere minutes before. *_I can never forget what happened back then, but I don't even want to think about it if it can be avoided._*

He could tell the elder wanted to help him, and he was grateful for it. He couldn't talk about it, though, not when he knew the memories that would come unbidden to his mind. He quickly thought of other things, not even wanting to think about the concept of those memories. The elder, thankfully, chose that moment to move onto a somewhat different subject.

**_Well then, would you at least mind telling me what I did that upset you so,_** the elder asked.

He exhaled loudly before looking up at her.

*_It's the spot you chose. Hiccup and I bonded on that spot after we drew each other in the dirt. Something about someone else drawing there just, I don't know, set me off.* He looked her dead in the eye. *It shouldn't have, though. I know I'm possessive of Hiccup, but not like this,_* he said, gesturing with his head to where the elder was drawing the circle.

**_I see,_** the elder replied, a warm smile coming to her face. **_Well then, would you like to help me finish?_**

*_I'd like that,_* Toothless replied immediately, wanting to get his mind off of what had just happened.

* * *

><p>*<em>Why did the gods have to make us Gronckles so slow,<em>* cried Rockjaw as he dodged another fireball.

After a full night of flying, he had finally reached Berk, the horizon beginning to brighten as the sun was almost due to rise above it. It was worth the aching in his wings, though. Anything was worth stopping Ashclaw and whatever… _thing_ he had turned to in order to go back to the past. Now, though, he was wishing he had been a little more discreet in how he had made his approach.

The welcome he was given when he descended into Berk was not what he would call pleasant. It was certainly warm, though, in the same way that fire capable of scorching stone was warm, which led to his current predicament. Now he was flying for his life as two Nadders and a Monstrous Nightmare were buzzing him and lining up potshots, though whether they were horribly bad shots or scoring near misses on purpose, he couldn't be sure. Right now he was just hoping he wouldn't die before they ran out of shots.

While it was true that the actual fire itself didn't concern him, keeping his balance in the air after being hit would be hard, and the fact that they were over deep water carried with it the very real risk of spiraling out of control and into the freezing water below.

That was another question, he thought as he dodged another volley from his pursuers, that he'd have to ask the gods when he came into their presence when he died: why did they have to make Gronckles such horrible swimmers? Hopefully he counted right, because that last volley was the last one from his pursuers if he counted correctly.

*_Alright, you lot have had your fun,_* he called out, his wings threatening to give out on him at any moment. *_Now will you please tell me where the elder is?_*

*_Get the loyalist! Take him down!_*

A dive bomb was not the answer he was looking for as he clumsily dodged the sudden attack. He had to get out of here, but he couldn't go back out to sea. He was already too tired and his wings giving out at sea was a death sentence for a Gronckle. Besides, he thought with conviction, he was here to do the will of the gods. He wouldn't let some young punks with a grudge undo their plans!

He pushed himself even more, even as his wings screamed their protests to him as he bolted for the forest on the island, hoping to use what little of his superior maneuverability he had left to lose his pursuers. Maybe then he could at least rest his wings before finding the village elder!

He had no trouble moving between the trees in the forest, but his speed was suffering from his long, uninterrupted flight, and that gave the dragons chasing him an advantage. Every time he would avoid one of their dives, they would simply fly back up over the trees and go ahead of him, dive bombing him when the forest he was flying through sufficiently opened up. The way they were going about it, though, gave him an idea. They were committing themselves completely to their attacks, intent on slamming into him full force. That would be effective, he thought as he made for a thicker part of the forest, if we were out in the open, but here? No, that's just idiotic. And maybe, he thought to himself, I can use this to my advantage.

That was something he could use, he thought to himself as one of the Nadders flew overhead, the others still recovering from their last attempt to dive bomb him. Smirking, he began flying towards the nearest thick branch, deliberately slowing down, both to ensure the Nadder would commit and to position himself just right. As he thought, the Nadder dove straight down towards him with a roar, intent on slamming him into the branch he was aiming for.

Wait for it, wait for it, he thought as the Nadder closed the distance between them at an impressive rate, and at the last second stopped beating his wings completely, dropping like a stone… leaving the Nadder to instead slam straight into the branch. The limb almost broke. Almost. So did the Nadder, he thought as she fell to the forest floor, badly injured and unconscious, but still breathing. Either the other Nadder missed what had happened to her friend, or she wasn't all that smart, because a similar fate found her as she attempted another dive at Rockjaw.

The silence that followed, aside from the dull thud as the Nadder hit the ground, unnerved Rockjaw as he landed on the forest floor, content to use his legs and let his wings rest for a few moments before taking flight again. That wasn't the only reason he landed, however; he knew the Nightmare was still out there, his mental presence nearby but heavily obscured. This one obviously knew what he was doing. Rockjaw would have to rely on his other senses if he wanted to avoid what had to be an ambush. He ultimately decided to head deeper into the forest, not wanting to risk picking up any other pursuers by chancing it back in the village until he was fully rested.

Meanwhile, clinging to the trees far above with scythe-like claws, the Nightmare waited, following his target deeper into the forest. He had some time before the old Gronckle could use his wings again. He would wait, he would shadow his target from above until an ideal opportunity presented itself, and when the loyalist least suspected it, he would end his life with a single lethal strike.

For the sake of his human, now fading away where he slept, he would accept no less.

* * *

><p>So there you have it, folks! Just a small update: human thought-speech is italicized now, partially to make it easier to point out and also because of a smart idea someone else gave me. Anyway, do tell me what you think! It'd be pretty sweet if this turned out alright after the train wreck that was the first draft.<p>

Also, I had to make a few changes to this and a few other chapters. So far, everything that happens has happened in a single night. There was an issue regarding timing and the like, something I didn't give enough consideration in the original.


	5. Chapter 5

**So, finally, here it is! I'll admit this isn't all that I wrote, but I couldn't find a decent way to segue into the next bit without a chapter break. So anyway, here is Chapter 5. Same rules apply: read, review if you feel so inclined, and I hope you enjoy it.**

**Disclaimer: Nope. Still don't own it, you lucky dogs.**

One of Two

He had been counting the minutes since Brushfire and the two Nadders chased the Gronckle into the forest, and with each minute that passed without them returning, the more worried Thorn got. He didn't know much about the Nadders, save that they were still relatively young and inexperienced. Mind you, Thorn was also quite young, only three hundred years old, but he had more fighting experience than most dragons twice his age did thanks to the last century or so spent as Berk's "Training Nadder." Regardless, he didn't have much faith in the Nadders, but Brushfire was a different story.

Most humans, and dragons for that matter, dismissed the Monstrous Nightmare out of hand due to his significantly smaller size than other Nightmares his age. Those that did so while in combat against Brushfire realized their folly an instant before death came to them. Brushfire was perhaps three quarters the size of other Nightmares, but he used that smaller frame and the agility it brought him to cultivate a fighting style unheard of among Nightmares. He used his deficiency in size to scale trees and quickly shimmy across branches that would have snapped in an instant if a "normal" Nightmare tried the same stunt, using his agility and speed to move quickly from tree to tree, pouncing from tree limbs to strike with his scythe-like talons before taking to the trees again. Combined with his natural brown and black scale pattern, fighting Brushfire in any forest, especially the forests of Berk which he knew inside and out, was a death sentence.

The Gronckle shouldn't have even lasted even five minutes in the woods with Brushfire on him. It had been nearly half an hour and still nothing from the Nightmare or his Nadders. He wanted to go after them, to aid them with his skill and experience before the Gronckle found Toothless and the elder. There were two things, though, that kept him from doing so. The first was the fact that it was, well, Toothless who was with the elder, and knowing the Night Fury and his hatred of all loyalist dragons, the Gronckle would be stuck trying to survive a firestorm of breath attacks from Toothless if he came upon the cove. The second thing, though, and the only thing really keeping him from going after them, was the human sleeping by his side, under his wing. He smiled as he looked back on the argument he had with Astrid only a few hours ago.

* * *

><p>His human was everything a Viking ought to try to be. She was a skilled warrior, a clear thinker, and tried to leave nothing to chance. So it was that he stood outside with his human, watching Astrid go over her pack of supplies and equipment for her journey, simply looking on as she checked, double-checked and triple-checked that she had everything she would need. He took the time to note the dark circles under her eyes and her increasingly sluggish movements. His human normally didn't tire like this. Still, she'd had a busy day, and the stress that was piling up on her regarding Hiccup and the bond Thorn and Astrid shared was only exacerbating the main problem, that she was running on, at most, an hour of sleep.<p>

"… extra layers, check. Whetstone, check. Flint, check. Salted fish, check. Axe," Astrid glanced over at her weapon of choice leaning against her backpack, "check."

*_Astrid, this is the third time you've checked to make sure you have everything,_* Thorn observed in a weary tone as she turned to meet his gaze. *_Ready is ready, and I doubt that making sure you have everything when you've already confirmed that you do, in fact, have everything is going to make you any more ready._*

"Yeah, I know," Astrid replied, her eyes drifting back to her pack, much to Thorn's annoyance. "I just want to make absolutely sure I have everything."

*_Astrid,_* he deadpanned, *_you have everything. You have made sure you have everything. Several times, I might add. Unless what you packed suddenly grows legs or sprouts wings, I sincerely doubt it's going anywhere without your say-so._* His tone grew exasperated. *_Look at yourself. You're exhausted! Your eyes are red, you have dark circles under them, and you're practically tripping over your own two feet! Get. Some. Sleep!_*

"Hmm… did I sharpen my axe enough?"

He knew his human better than anyone by virtue of the fact that he could sense the emotions accompanying her every action. Right now, though, he didn't need the ability to read her mind, having seen her go about doing exactly what she was doing right now whenever she was nervous. It was a habit of hers, something she did to try and calm her nerves. And right now, he thought as she hefted her weapon up to sharpen its already razor-sharp edge yet again, it was also the last straw.

*_Oh, for the love of… Astrid,_* Thorn yelled as the quills on his tail stood on end, *_for Sky's sake! Get. Some. SLEEP!_*

Astrid's axe was out of her hand in the blink of an eye, pinned by the handle to the wall of the house by one of Thorn's tail spikes. She slowly glanced at the axe, her eyes wide before snapping back to Thorn, giving him the closest thing to an angry look as her tired face could give.

"Thorn what… what is your problem, you overgrown lizard," yelled Astrid, for the life of her not understanding what was making her dragon act like this. "In case you've forgotten, I'm about to go on one of the most dangerous undertakings of my life! Is it honestly such a terrible sin that I want to make sure that I'm prepared?"

Thorn bristled at what Astrid was saying. She didn't even have the energy to look truly angry, and she was lecturing him about being prepared? No. This was ludicrous, and he'd make sure she saw it too.

*_My problem,_* he cut in before Astrid could continue railing at him. *You're_ the one running yourself into the ground and you think _I'm_ the one with the problem? In case you've forgotten, you're about to go on the most dangerous undertaking of your life so far. Is it honestly such a terrible sin that _I_ don't want you so tired that you can't even swing an axe,_* he countered. He knew his human, how she thought, and she was usually very good at verbal sparring, often arguing with him for the sole purpose of improving her turn of phrase. Usually, though, she wasn't trying to function on an hour of sleep, and that's if one was being optimistic, and an adrenaline rush that had long since faded.

"I'm not tired, Thorn," she replied, trying to sound defiant and succeeding in only sounding stubborn. "I'm a Viking. I'm made of sterner stuff than that!"

*_Really,_* he drawled, giving her a look that said "I'm not convinced." *_Prove it,_* he said, looking directly at her and picturing a sunset in his mind. *_What am I thinking about right now?_*

He made it easy for her, making his mind as open as it could be. If she was able to do it, only a small amount of energy would be needed for her to see the setting sun in his mind. Ten seconds passed, and the only change was a genuine look of frustration forming on Astrid's face. Another ten seconds, and she was looking a little light-headed. Ten seconds after that, and Thorn's tail was quickly wrapping around her waist to keep her from falling as her knees buckled and her legs gave out. He knew she was close to giving in as he eased her down to a sitting position, his tail not letting go in case she tried to stand up again. He almost had her. He could see it in her eyes, only a small spark of determination to stay awake. He would see it extinguished, for her sake.

*_I tried to make it easy for you,_* he intoned quietly but firmly. *_What are you trying to accomplish, Astrid?_*

The answer he got was just what he expected as an image of Hiccup flashed through his mind, her thoughts as bare and unprotected as he had made his image of a sunset to her. Thorn just smiled as he inwardly shook his head. One didn't need to be a mind reader to see that Hiccup and Astrid were in love. In fact, it was a question that was becoming increasingly common among the humans and dragons of the village as to why they hadn't tied the knot yet. Even though they wouldn't admit it, Toothless and Thorn also wondered as well. Their humans always dodged the question, Astrid saying she had to go train and Hiccup clamming up and stuttering like crazy when asked. Some things never change, he guessed.

There had been a few times where the two dragons had tried to probe their humans' minds for the answers after a few particularly tiring days, but even then, the answers they sought were behind some very impressive mental defenses which neither of them had been able to breach. It was pretty obvious that neither human wanted anyone to know why they hadn't married yet. Now, though, with Astrid as exhausted as she was, he didn't doubt he'd be able to penetrate those defenses if he put his mind to it. He drove the thought of doing so from his head the instant he began entertaining it. To do so would be a breach of trust between him and Astrid, something he vowed to never commit. Even if he didn't have any compunction about betraying her trust, however, there was one other thing keeping him from doing so: the state of her mind. Both Thorn and Toothless knew that even if they succeeded in breaking through the defenses their humans had set up, that success also bore the risk of permanently damaging their humans' minds with their intrusion. That possibility alone kept their curiosity well at bay.

*_You know, Astrid,_* he began, his tone much softer than before, *_you won't be in any shape to help Hiccup in the past if you're too tired to even stand up straight right now._* His tone grew a bit firmer. *_You're ready. We both know that. Now will you please get some rest? I don't want my human getting herself killed while she's away all because she was too stubborn to get a little bit of sleep._*

Thorn expected her to give him the closest thing to an indignant look as her exhausted body would allow her to give. He expected defiance, determination. He expected Viking Astrid. He wasn't expecting resignation, a face that suddenly looked just as tired as he knew she was. Most of all, though, he wasn't expecting the faint flicker of fear in her eyes. That wasn't the Astrid he knew; the Astrid he knew rarely showed fear, and when she did, usually when she had no control over a situation, no way to fight back, and was in mortal danger, it was like the floodgates had burst open. This was a different kind of fear. This was a quiet fear, one with no screaming, no flailing of limbs, and barely noticeable even if one knew what to look for. It was also completely overwhelming to whoever was experiencing it.

*_Astrid,_* he asked quietly, not wanting to push any harder than he needed to, *_I've never seen you like this._* He moved a little closer to her, the grip his tail had on her waist relaxing noticeably. *_What has you so scared?_*

The emotions came to him in a wave. She knew how tired her body was, how desperately it begged her to let it rest. It had already told her she wouldn't be able to do her job if it wasn't rested. There was one thing, though, one simple, terrifying possibility that kept her from giving into what her body was telling her to do.

"I know how tired my body is," Astrid stated in a resigned tone. "But what if I don't wake up when Toothless calls?"

That wasn't the answer Thorn was expecting, but if he had to be honest, it did make sense. With how exhausted she was, the possibility of her mind simply lacking the energy to receive Toothless' mental message was a very real factor. He simply sighed. Starting with her first ride on Toothless, the real Astrid was beginning to come out. She was loyal, dependable, and had finally begun to realize that being treated like a girl wasn't always a bad thing, especially when it was Hiccup, mostly because he knew how far he could go before he'd be nursing a bruise on his arm. There were still some bits of the old Astrid in her, though; she always sought to be the best at everything and would push herself to the limit to improve, though that was something Thorn admired about her. She had certainly mellowed out since then, no longer resenting anyone who did better at something than she did, just so long as they didn't lord over her about it. One thing, though, that he wished she was able to let go of was the feeling that she had to do everything on her own. Thorn would have to remind her that was not the case, that she could depend on others when it mattered the most, and he would do so with actions.

*_Astrid,_* he began, unwrapping his tail from around her waist before sitting down next to her, *_you don't need to do this on your own. I'll keep my mind open for when Toothless says they're ready at the cove. Now get some sleep,_* he said, raising his wing in a clear invitation. *_I'll be sure to wake you when the time comes._*

She said nothing as she got to her knees and eased herself onto the ground, pushing herself toward Thorn until she was lying against his side. Her face didn't show any emotion; it was well beyond the point of being able to do so as he lowered his wing, concealing her from view as she curled up next to him. He didn't have any trouble, though, hearing the "thanks, Thorn" she whispered as she closed her eyes. She was out in less than a minute, her mind completely shut off from his while she regained some of her strength.

*_Anytime, my crazy little human._*

* * *

><p>Prevent anyone from interfering. Those were the orders Toothless gave Brushfire before darting off into the woods with the elder on his back. When the Gronckle arrived, he made to follow those orders, calling on a pair of Nadders to help in the hopes their species' natural affinity for flying would quicken the process. Now, though, the two Nadders showed their inexperience, first running out of shots without even singeing the Gronckle's hide and then falling for the same trick one after the other. <em>Still,<em> he thought to himself as he silently followed the Gronckle, slowly crawling between tree branches, _they did accomplish one thing: they managed to set him up for me._

Brushfire had learned long ago that relying on his regular instincts as a Monstrous Nightmare was reckless at best and suicidal at worst; he simply lacked the size and muscle mass of his normal-sized peers. To charge in and overwhelm his foes just wasn't feasible for him. He had made it a point since then to force those instincts down, forgoing the way of the dragons' version of the Viking berserker and instead adopting the role of a hunter. During the time of the queen's reign, that made him something of a deep striker, moving about undetected and hitting hard before going back into hiding. For what little he could remember from the old timeline, many loyalists had met their end when they tried retreating into the forests of Berk, unaware of the predator that ultimately ended their lives, sometimes without their even being aware of it at the last second. Now he was in his element, relying on his stealth and lighter build to stalk the Gronckle until the opportune moment to strike presented itself.

_That moment had better get to presenting itself,_ he thought grimly as he moved slightly ahead of the Gronckle, making sure not to go too far ahead and risk being seen. This Gronckle had proven to be unusually perceptive, reacting to every sound he heard. That was hardly surprising, though, given the fact that he was obviously very old and had at least a millennium of battle experience. Brushfire would have killed him several times over by now if the Gronckle was only a little less aware. Now they were getting close to the cove, and while he didn't think his opponent was looking for it, he had no doubt he would try and interrupt whatever it was Toothless and the elder were up to. This had to end, and soon. For the sake of his human. For Stag, he would challenge the Dragon Gods themselves.

His opportunity came soon enough. There was one final stretch of woods the Gronckle would have to pass through on his current course before the cove would come into view. Brushfire had named this particular patch of forest "The Killing Ground." The forest was much thicker here, the branches close enough together that he could stalk through the canopy with no need to leap from tree to tree. It had one other benefit as well; due to the proximity of the trees relative to each other, the forest canopy here was so dense that very little natural light reached the forest floor. Combined with his natural camouflage, this was the perfect hunting ground for him, and he had herded countless loyalist dragons on a merry chase through the woods to this spot. Not one of them made it out alive.

And now the Gronckle was passing straight through it.

_Oh, decisions, decisions,_ Brushfire thought with delight as he surveyed all the possible ambush points around him. He eventually settled on a set of branches directly overlooking the path that the Gronckle's current course had him set on. The anticipation was nearly killing Brushfire as his unsuspecting opponent waddled closer and closer, unaware of the silent assassin about to end his life. As the distance between them closed, Brushfire went into auto-pilot. His muscles tensed, preparing to leap down. His claws extended to their fullest, wanting to end it quickly and with no chance of escape. Finally, the Gronckle was close enough and Brushfire leapt off, his right arm held back and ready to scythe through flesh and bone, and that is where everything started going wrong. One of the branches he launched himself off of snapped, having partially rotted. The next thing he knew, a fireball struck him square in the right wing, knocking him out of his dive and sending him spiraling to the ground where he landed in an ungainly heap.

He lay dazed for only a moment before scrambling to his feet, the Gronckle having started flying away. That... was an inconvenience. The dense forest usually made flying extremely difficult for dragons, especially other Nightmares with their broad wingspans, but Gronckles were a different matter entirely: their little wings weren't of much use for speed, but they were maneuverable, and the Gronckle who was now fleeing from him was expertly flying between the trees. _Not a problem,_ he thought to himself as he shimmied up the closest tree and took off in pursuit, easily overtaking the Gronckle as he crossed the dense canopy. _He's in my world now, and he's not leaving with a complete corpse._ He leapt down through a gap in the branches ahead of the Gronckle, right arm fully extended and ready to slash into him with his talons.

The Gronckle should have tried dodging to the left. If he had, Brushfire was ready to slightly alter the angle of his slash to catch the Gronckle as he dodged. Of course, the Gronckle couldn't be good prey and be predictable. Oh no, he had to dodge down and to the right, moving under Brushfire's claws by mere inches before continuing on. Brushfire couldn't help the growl that escaped from his throat as he dug his claws into a nearby tree and scaling it quickly. Only unfortunate circumstances allowed his targets to ever avoid his first strike. None survived the second, and the fact that this overgrown sausage with wings had done so was becoming extremely irritating.

As his frustration rose, though, Brushfire found he had another problem to worry about: his instincts. As his blood pressure went up, his instincts began shouting at him to frenzy, pursue the Gronckle and rip him to shreds. He quickly forced them down as he took to the canopy again; such an approach would accomplish nothing in this kind of terrain. _Besides,_ he thought as he caught up with the Gronckle again, _that is not my objective._ His primary goal was to keep the Gronckle away from the cove by any means necessary. This called for a different tactic; this Gronckle was proving difficult to hit, but he doubted that his target, given the general intelligence level their kind displayed, would be all that difficult to herd until it was too late for the loyalist to do anything about it.

_Lets see if I'm right._

* * *

><p>A shadow flitting by. A glint of fluorescent green narrowed in malice. A sudden whistle as wicked-looking claws scythed through the air, missing him by a hair's breadth as he changed course to avoid them and put some distance between himself and his pursuer. All these things were clear to Rockjaw, unlike the forest which he stumbled through. How the Nightmare was navigating this labyrinth with so little trouble was beyond him. He had long since given up on trying to speak with the other dragon, the Nightmare masking his mental presence and making it impossible to thought-speak with him. Now he was flying for his life, against an opponent who was obviously toying with him. The first attack would have likely killed him if it weren't for that branch snapping; he didn't see a scale or hear a single growl from the dragon before that. Now he was making sure Rockjaw knew he was out there, leading him on a, to the Nightmare most certainly, merry chase which he was relatively certain was leading him in circles.<p>

And to be quite honest, he was quite through with it. It was about time to show this young upstart that his experience _didn't_ just apply to staying alive.

Rockjaw halted his progress, hovering in midair while he began taking in impressions from the forest around him. He would need to be extremely precise with his timing, but if it worked, it would give him the time he needed to get his bearings. The forest was still and quiet, save for the beating of his wings and the sound of the Nightmare somewhere in the trees, the dragon having long since stopped being completely stealthy as part of his game. Now he just had to figure out which way he would attack from next.

His eyes scanned the darkness for any signs of his pursuer, his ears focused in on every little sound. He could hear the Nightmare, the scraping sound his claws made as they penetrated bark and dug into wood. He tensed several times when the sound stopped, a sharp thud following each one like the sound of a thrown knife embedding itself in a tree before the scraping sound continued. One final stop and a sharp thud later, and he noticed a shadow moving to the right, just in his peripheral vision. He slowly turned...

... and found himself looking straight into the glowing green eyes of the Nightmare as it clung to the trunk, its muscles tensed and ready to lunge. It was time to put his plan into motion. He made a point to visibly dodge to the left, surreptitiously working up a small amount of gas in the back of his throat as he did so. The Nightmare responded as he had hoped, launching himself off the trunk with his left arm outstretched, claws ready to cut clean into Rockjaw. He didn't even have time to react as Rockjaw's fireball caught him clean in the face, not enough power behind it to kill him, but enough to knock him out of the air again. He crashed down to the forest floor while Rockjaw took off, aiming for a sufficiently large opening in the canopy about twenty feet away. He heard the enraged roar behind him just as he broke through.

His little trick did give him time, but from the sounds coming from the forest which was now thankfully below him, he wouldn't have much time before he had to start moving again, and his wings wouldn't hold out much longer. He quickly looked around for something, anything that could at the very least get them on a level playing field. His eyes finally alighted on a gaping hole in the otherwise thick canopy he had just escaped from. It looked like a cove of some kind, and it wasn't too far away. He immediately made to get over there with as much speed as he could muster.

That was all the time he had before a sharp pain shot through his side, his wings momentarily giving out from the shock before finally starting up again. By that time, though, it was too late; he was back below the canopy. He didn't even take the time to register the feral snarl behind him before flying off at best possible speed in the direction of the cove.

* * *

><p>Blood didn't affect Brushfire all that much anymore. That was part of his old instincts, to let the smell of his opponent's blood drive him into a frenzy. After bonding with his human, it became even less of an issue, Stag seeming to have a calming influence on his mind whenever he was around. <em>All the more reason to cherish him,<em> Brushfire had often thought. Perhaps it was the fact that Stag wasn't here, that his new memories didn't have Stag in them and thus no calming influence. Or maybe it was that his target was usually long since dead by now, his baser instincts getting more and more vocal as time went on; the longer he took to make that single killing strike, the more restless they became, which explained why they were never an issue before. Maybe it was a combination of the above.

Whatever the reason, though, the scent of the Gronckle's blood had a much different effect than the usual small surge of satisfaction that scoring a hit on his opponent usually gave. The smell was... unusually attractive. He wanted more of it. He wanted to see it flow, to lose himself in that wonderful aroma of blood mixed with fear that only wounded prey could provide.

His instincts wanted him to kill the Gronckle.

_He_ wanted to kill the Gronckle.

What was his goal beforehand, when he _wasn't_ expressly trying to kill the Gronckle?

_Who cares!_

Brushfire's body went into an instinctual autopilot. His attacks were no longer measured and precise; they came at a fevered pitch as he leapt from tree to tree, slashing wildly at the Gronckle with each pass. A small part of him was embarrassed that he was fighting like this, like some rabid, thoughtless animal, but the rabid, thoughtless animal in him quickly told that still-small voice in his head to shove it and enjoy the show.

The sensations came to him in bits and pieces through the haze of bloodlust that had settled on his mind, taking only the most important bits of information from them. The prey's wings sometimes stopped working for an instant. That meant the prey was tiring. That was good. The small cuts gave way to bloody slash marks. His jet black claws were stained crimson. That was also good. The prey was tired and weak from blood loss, too weak to continue trying to dodge, focusing instead on simply trying to get away. That wouldn't work. He could kill the prey now. That was very good. He looked up ahead, wanting to pick a good tree to leap off of to deliver the killing strike...

...only to see a distinct lack of trees not too far ahead of him. That made him start to think about how to proceed next if the prey cleared The Killing Ground before Brushfire killed him. Starting to think interrupted the flow of his instincts. That break in the bloodlust, combined with his knowledge of the area around The Killing Ground snapped him back to the present, a sense of dread building in his gut. The forest around The Killing Ground was less dense in every direction save one. That area had no trees in it. It was also the one place Toothless told him to keep intruders away from. So when he lost control and started pursuing his target in earnest, he ended up actually herding his target towards...

_Oh, scale rot!_

He had to act, and quickly. The Gronckle was about to get to the cove, and it was Brushfire's fault. Yes, the Gronckle had to die right now, but he violently forced his instincts down into the deepest, darkest corners of his mind when they started making noise at the thought of killing the "prey." No, the Gronckle had to die now, because if he was allowed to live past this point... the thought of his Stag fading away, and the fact that he wouldn't even remember his little human pushed him on as he leapt to the ground and sped along the forest floor as fast as his legs could carry him, overtaking the Gronckle and scanning the small patch of forest left in front of him. He had a barely tolerable amount of distance between himself and the Gronckle, and that meant he wouldn't be able to make a calculated leap; he leapt up towards a tree, the only one left in front of him that would be able to support his weight with the intention of rebounding off of it to deal a killing blow, when an explosion sounded just below him. The Gronckle had seen what he was about to do and had let loose a fireball, likely at full power, at the base of the tree, causing it to erupt in a storm of ashes and splintered wood. And he was half a second from landing on it, full force, much farther up from the trunk than the impact point, and from a running leap.

_Oh, this is going to suck._

That was the only thought he was able to process before his world literally turned upside down, his impact on the now structurally unsound tree causing it to break at the impact point from the Gronckle's fireball. He didn't even have time to process what had happened before the tree he now had a death grip on tipped over and fell into the cove, his off-center landing causing it to twist as it did so. He clung to the tree out of instinct, unconsciously setting himself aflame and letting out a terrified roar as the tree he now had a death grip on fell spinning to the ground. The last thing Brushfire felt was an instantaneous, incredible pain as the tree landed with him underneath it, crushing his ribcage and killing him instantly.

* * *

><p>*<em>Something troubles you, friend,<em>* asked Kindle, breaking Thorn out of his thoughts.

*_You are confused as well,_* pressed Flint.

Thorn pressed his wing, along with the human sleeping underneath it closer to his body as he nodded. He knew exactly what they were talking about. They had arrived with what Thorn's memories told him were their humans a short while ago. Now the twins were asleep, the Zippleback's heads coiled protectively around them.

*_We know these are our humans,_* continued Kindle as he coiled a little tighter around Tuffnut.

*_But it still feels so odd, being this protective of them,_* said Flint as he mirrored his counterpart, coiling a little tighter around Ruffnut, but taking obvious care not to put her in any discomfort.

Thorn had to agree; he simply wasn't the dragon he was supposed to be anymore. His every instinct told him to attack the human resting against his side, and for the most part, his memories backed up what his instincts were saying. The humans did, after all, keep him locked up, only letting him out to clean his pen and to make him fight for his life against their young, which only made them more adept at killing his kin. He could do it painlessly for her, too; his fire was hot enough to burn straight through metal. She wouldn't even feel any pain before she died if he did. It wasn't personal, after all. At the very least he could fly away, far away from this nightmarish village.

But then there were those other memories, ones which seemed so incongruous with his life of confinement and battle. These ones showed him a life very different from what his actual memories showed him. These memories were ones of a life of freedom, not just from his pen, but from the queen as well. There was friendship, and not just with dragons; he had human friends as well, ones he would die to keep safe. And then there was the little matter of the small human sleeping beneath his wing; these other memories showed him flying high and free, and she was there with him on his back. Those particular memories also told him two very important things: the human's name was Astrid, and she was his.

He liked those memories. To his delight, even though they felt so out of place compared to what he thought were his actual memories, they still made sense if he looked at the most recent memories. He recalled looking into the fire in the Vikings' Meade Hall and seeing a small human child who had to be Hiccup carried off by a _very_ familiar Monstrous Nightmare who Thorn carried an immense amount of hatred for, even before he was captured nearly a century ago. Those happier memories were the right ones, and so he forced himself in sync with them while pushing the memories that were becoming more and more real to the back of his mind.

*_It feels right, though,_* ventured Thorn.

*_It is right,_* responded Flint.

*_And that is why it is so odd, that what is right feels so out of place,_* finished Kindle, both heads going back to looking at their humans; if they failed, this would be the last time Ruff and Tuff would be theirs.

Thorn simply nodded as he considered his human. Those few hours of sleep had done Astrid a world of good; he could sense flickers of emotion instead of just her mental presence. For all the good it did, though, it still wasn't enough, and he could tell they were nearly out of time, both for the two of them and for Hiccup. His human had a job to do, though, and it was something that had to be done, for all their sakes.

That didn't mean Thorn had to like it, though. Was Astrid a talented fighter? Without a doubt. Was she able to take care of herself? Absolutely. Would she have trusted friends with her? He'd gut them if they left her, though he knew they would never do that. Did all that stop him from worrying about her as if she were his own hatchling? Not a chance. She was going off on a dangerous mission without him and without what he considered enough rest. At one point he had even considered carrying her there in his claws in the hopes that Astrid would be able to get a few more minutes of sleep before he had to wake her.

_No,_ he said to himself as he looked over at Kindleflint, the heads still looking at their humans in case it was the last time. _I know full well what would happen if I tried that._ Being a Viking meant constantly being alert to one's surroundings in case you were attacked. Getting picked up by a dragon and flying through the air at high speeds would _not_ go unnoticed by Astrid, and if it was the same for her as it was for him, then it likely wouldn't end well; Astrid would likely go berserk if she woke up in the claws of a dragon and would likely try to break free or attack Thorn before she was able to get her memories in order. The only way that could end was with her either getting seriously injured, or...

Thorn didn't let himself finish that though. If he had to define a "worst part," though, it would have to be the fact that the part of him still governed by his new memories didn't mind that in the slightest. "One less human to plague us," it said, at which point Thorn forced it into the deepest recesses of his mind. The humans were no longer enemies, and this was _his_ human!

Despite his best efforts, though, he still heard its whispers, and they were only getting louder...

* * *

><p>It has been said many times that Gronckles are among the least intelligent of the dragons, right down there with Terrible Terrors and Thunderdrums. For most Gronckles, this was true; while they were sought out for their wisdom, very few people went to them for anything regarding intellect.<p>

There was one in every family, though, and Horrorcow was that one in hers. Her personality was the perfect match for Fishlegs; while most bonded pairs complemented each other's personalities, balancing each other out, Fishlegs and Horrorcow's personalities actually built upon each other. Horrorcow wasn't quite as intelligent as her human, but she was just as wise as her species was known to be. This wisdom, combined with her admittedly remarkable intelligence, gave her insights that her human often missed, and their combined mental prowess made them phenomenal problems solvers with anything regarding logic, an invaluable skillset for a group that had an almost unnatural tendency to land themselves in hot water.

Even now, communicating via thought-speech while her human was reclining against her side and fast asleep, they were almost finished analyzing a problem that had been unnerving them ever since they left the Meade Hall.

**_You're sure, Horrorcow,_** asked Fishlegs, even more nervous than usual when contemplating something bad like this. They wanted to know the rate at which their memories were being rewritten, just to be able to gauge how much time they had left. Horrorcow had volunteered to observe while her human slept, watching his memories as they changed. What they found was not encouraging in the slightest.

*_I'm loathe to admit it, Fishlegs,_* she said, *_but there's no other way to interpret what I've discovered. At the rate I observed your memory being altered, our memories are being rewritten at a rate of roughly two years and four months per hour._*

**_Hmm… alright then,_** Fishlegs began, taking the data Horrorcow had gathered over the last hour and seeing what it could tell him. **_I've got about a year's worth of memories left, so one year is twelve months, then divide by thirty-two,_** he began droning, doing a quick number crunch, **_then multiply by sixty minutes, and we have…_** He must have come up with an answer, but unfortunately for Horrorcow, he didn't say what that answer was, and was up and running for the front door to his house, going on about how they had to leave for the cove, and right now.

*_Fishlegs, Fishlegs, calm down,_* Horrorcow called out as a loud crash could be heard from inside the house. She simply sighed. Even if the fate of the village and their amity with dragons was at stake, her human's mother would _not_ take kindly to her son knocking down their wall display of ancestral axes for a third time this week. *_Fishlegs, what has you so worked up right now,_* she asked as Fishlegs, her dear, intelligent but silly Viking came bursting out of the house, his pack slung over his shoulders and his hammer holstered at his side. *_The situation can't be _that _dire, can it?_*

"I'd have to say it is," he responded, his voice a mix of panic and annoyance as he climbed up onto the saddle. "We've got about twenty minutes left before we run out of time!" They were in the air seconds later, heading towards Thorn and Kindleflint along with their humans.

*_I'll let them know so they can be ready by the time we reach them,_* Horrorcow responded calmly. Haste had its virtues, but never when it reached the point of recklessness, and right now Fishlegs' tendency to worry was getting the better of him. Hopefully some of her calm would bleed off and onto him. Still, she had a task to complete, and began focusing her thoughts to Kindleflint.

*_Friends,_* she began sending, *_we're on our way. Be ready when we get there._*

* * *

><p>Thorn was not what most would call a jealous, envious dragon. He was perfectly content with what he had; he had a home where he was welcome, he was well-fed, he had friends to fly with, and he had Astrid. That said, he was most certainly skirting the edge of jealousy right now as he watched Kindleflint fly off towards the cove with their humans, him having to stay to wake his up. Astrid could be a very sound sleeper under the right circumstances, and these were the perfect ones for it. Add to it the fact that her mind still lacked the energy to receive thought-speech in her sleep, and that meant having to wake her up the old-fashioned way.<p>

*_Please, Dragon of the Sky,_* he intoned quietly as he slowly and carefully stood up so as not to wake her, settling into a stance to snare her with his tail if she tried to get to her axe. *_Please don't let either of us get hurt,_* he finished as he firmly nudged her with the curve of his horn, letting out a loud purr as he did so.

*_Please let her remember..._*

* * *

><p>Astrid was awake in an instant. The texture of the horn, the stink of the beasts, the hideous sounds they made, they were all instantly recognizable. A lifetime of being attacked by the dragons had her constantly on edge, ready to respond and retaliate at a moment's notice. She quickly rolled away from whatever devil was jostling her with its horn, getting to her feet as she did so. The Nadder took a few quick steps back, but made no move to attack her. Was it sizing her up? Was it scared?<p>

_It should be,_ she thought grimly as she reached for where her axe was... only to grasp at empty air, her eyes widening as they reached for it again, as if making sure she wasn't hallucinating.

Nope, no axe.

"Then where..." Astrid cast her gaze quickly about, looking for her axe, the weapon she had used to kill so many dragons over the last few years. Her eyes finally found it, pinned to the wall of her house by what was definitely a Nadder's quill. Anger surged through her; the devil had her at its mercy and it chose to toy with her! _That is going to be the last mistake it ever makes,_ Astrid thought as she broke off running to her axe, the Nadder lashing out with its tail. She briefly noted that it wasn't going fast enough to actually cause harm if it connected as she rolled underneath it. _If it wants to underestimate me, who am I to say no,_ she thought as she came to her feet, reaching out and grasping the quill with the intent of ripping it out before the Nadder was able to attack again.

She noticed something was off the instant she laid a hand on the handle of the axe: her kill counter, which covered both sides of the flat of the weapon, was gone. She hadn't asked Gobber to remove it, and the old Viking knew the fact that it needed both sides of the axe to show how many dragons she had killed was a point of pride for Astrid, one of the few sources of satisfaction she had over the last couple years. Then why...?

Stopping to consider this brought other things to her attention, things she didn't notice while operating on instinct. She could see out of both eyes again. She ran a hand over her left eye. The scar was gone, as if it wasn't even there! The vast assortment of other scars all over her arms were gone as well. Experimentally, she rotated her left arm, testing its mobility. That one incident with the Gronckle landing on it after she had buried her axe in its head had broken her arm in a few places and despite the admittedly stellar work of the healers and the elder, the bones didn't heal quite right, limiting what she could do with that arm. She could move it just as easily as before the injury!

_You've also just spent the last several seconds doing nothing but standing around like a fool,_ part of her noted, _and the Nadder has made no move to attack you, or even get close to you. Ring any bells, Astrid?_

It was true, of course; she had spent the better part of a minute just standing there, but the Nadder didn't do anything. She gave the quill a gentle tug, the spike coming free surprisingly easily. Nadder quills were notoriously difficult to dislodge from surfaces they embedded themselves in if the dragons let them fly with enough force behind them, a fact Astrid had become intimately familiar with after spending several aftermaths of raids pulling quills out of her shield (a favorite activity, right up there with giving an angry, flaming Monstrous Nightmare a big hug). She simply gave the Nadder a confused look. Why hadn't it tried to kill her?

*_Astrid, are you alright,_* came the voice in her head.

Astrid turned on reflex over to the Nadder, who was eyeing her with what she could have sworn was a concerned look. She gave the quill in her hand another look, and it all came back to her. The Nadder hadn't tried to kill her because it- no, he, didn't want to kill her. He was her dragon, her bondmate... her Thorn. He had promised he would wake her up when it was time to go. But then why did she...

She shook her head, clearing her thoughts. That was an issue to think about at another time. For now, she had a job to do. _Besides,_ she thought grimly as she picked up her pack and strode over to her Nadder, _I already know why._ She quickly banished the thought from her head, giving Thorn a reassuring smile and placing her hand on the curve of his horn.

**_Yeah, I'm okay,_** she replied, running her hand along the familiar texture, saying nothing more about what had happened. **_Toothless called,_** she asked, wanting to change the subject.

*_Sadly, no. But we're running short on time,_* Thorn responded, lowering himself down so Astrid could climb up. *_Fishlegs and Horrorcow did some number crunching while you were asleep. We have about twenty minutes left until Hiccup fades away completely._*

Her eyes widened at the news, and they were in the air moments later. It wouldn't take long to get to the cove, but at this point the sheer amount of urgency regarding what would happen if they didn't make it in time drove Astrid to push Thorn to fly even harder and Thorn surpassing all her previous expectations of just how fast he could fly. It was no surprise to either of them as the forms of Horrorcow and Kindleflint, along with Fishlegs and the twins came into view, and soon they were flying right alongside them, the cove already visible in the distance.

*_Oh, and Astrid?_*

**_Hmm? What is it, Thorn?_**

Something was definitely bothering him; the unease coming off of her normally unshakeable dragon companion was thick enough that she could almost taste it. Out of reflex, she laid a hand on the back of his neck, rubbing gently in an attempt to reassure him somewhat. A reason for him to be distressed was reason enough for her to be distressed with him, after all.

*_You're not the only one who's fighting those new memories,_* he responded plainly, without emotion, something he only did when he was having serious difficulty maintaining his composure. *_I spent the better part of the time you were sleeping reminding myself that I couldn't kill you._*

It shouldn't have surprised her; it was happening to her as well. Even now she could feel a part of her telling her to sink the blade of her axe into his neck, and it was slowly but steadily growing louder. _Kill the devil,_ it said. _Take from them what they took from you, and do so with interest._ That didn't stop it from feeling like a punch to the gut, the thought that some small part of Thorn wanted him to kill her in her sleep. Off to her side, she saw Tuffnut give her a solemn nod; it was happening to them too. Fishlegs didn't even look up, his eyes cast downward at his Gronckle, and for once Astrid found herself wishing he would simply go into his usual "Safe Mode" and start filling the air with mental calculations, analyses and observations; anything familiar was better than the truth of what they and their bondmates were becoming.

**_I won't let that happen, Thorn,_** she said suddenly and with determination in her voice as they began their descent into the cove. **_Me and the others are going to succeed on this mission, and we'll shut the voices up for good._**

* * *

><p>The sun was just beginning to rise, bringing light to the forest as a procession of Vikings made their way to the cove. News of the mission the young Vikings would be undertaking had spread quickly, and most of the Vikings along with practically all of the dragons in the village were now walking through the forest, wanting to see them off. Stoick could feel the tension in the air as Vikings and dragons were fighting back their new memories, refusing to let themselves give in and attack the friends they had made over the last few years. Stoick could feel it in himself as well, and his hand sometimes twitched, wanting to reach for his hammer.<p>

_No,_ he said to himself resolutely as he forced his arms to remain at his sides. This was what his son had nearly died for once, and he would not bring Hiccup's work to ruins simply because he couldn't exercise self-control. Thinking of his son and the legacy Hiccup was forging, effective as it was at keeping the memories at bay, laid a new burden on him, however. He had done well so far, ignoring his new memories. He had blocked out the past fourteen years of war, of the unceasing hatred he felt for the beasts that had taken Hiccup from him. The thought of his son, however, caused the memory of the night Stoick had lost him forever to resurface, unbidden, to torment him. The night after that had nearly destroyed him.

* * *

><p>To lose Hiccup, and on the boy's sixth birthday no less, nearly broke Stoick. It seemed, however, that the village's ordeals had only just begun. The night following the loss of his son, the village was raided by dragons, and this time it was no diversion. They weren't prepared for it, focusing instead on making repairs to the many homes that took damage the night before, wanting to finish before the next big snow. Their lack of preparedness cost them dearly; the dragons made off with over a third of their sheep and a large portion of their stores of fish. Already, families were relinquishing their rationed supplies, risking their survival this winter on hunting and gathering so that others could be assured of living to see spring. Stoick felt a momentary swell of pride for his people, so willing to give so that the village as a whole would survive. The other villagers wouldn't have any of it, though, and Stoick knew the people who gave up their supplies would likely find a few "care packages" on their doorsteps a few times during the long winter months.<p>

The pride he felt didn't last long, however. Now he stood on the shores of Berk the night after the raid had occurred, the beach lined with pyre ships. The raid didn't just cost them vital supplies; the dragons had claimed the lives of several of his people, men and women who bravely gave up their lives to fend off the beasts. All around him he heard the sounds of mourning as people bid final farewells to friends and family.

He wanted to join them in their mourning as he stood in front of his son's pyre ship. Hiccup's body wasn't present, and it was unlikely they would ever find it. For his son, that meant an eternity of wandering Midgard, a restless spirit who would never find the repose he sought. Still, this was his son, and Stoick would make sure Hiccup was given the respect deserved by the strong Viking his son would have no doubt become. Then maybe, just maybe Hiccup's soul would find some measure of peace in the fact that he was remembered and honored like a Viking and that his endless wandering would be even the slightest bit more bearable. Perhaps, Stoick hoped against hope, the peace his son found would guide him to the afterlife one day, maybe even to Valhalla! Freyja would certainly take a shine to the boy if Odin didn't. Perhaps Hiccup could be the fortunate exception…

As was tradition, Hiccup's ship was filled with possessions his son held dear in life. These mostly consisted of drawings, scribbled on whatever spare pieces of paper the boy could find. In the center, though, where his son would have been laid, was a sketchbook, masterfully made and bound, its pages completely blank. That was also the spot where Stoick couldn't bear to let his gaze rest. He began casting his gaze around, looking to the other pyre ships, to his people saying their last goodbyes and paying their final respects to their friends and loved ones, anything to keep himself from looking at the spot where he should have been laying his son's body much later on in the boy's life…

… only for his eyes to fall on the ship belonging to his wife. Even in death, vicious wounds and all, he had yet to find a woman more beautiful than his beloved Valhallarama. Her hands were clasped around the handle of her axe, and Gobber had spent the whole day repairing and polishing her armor. She had died bravely last night, and he wanted to make sure she entered Valhalla looking every bit the mighty warrior she proved herself beyond a shadow of a doubt to be. If Stoick was terrifying in combat last night, then Val was terror given form. Grief for her loss and hatred for the dragons that took her son fueled her, sending her into a battle rage so intense, so all-consuming in its hatred that even Stoick blanched at the sheer fury she brought to bear against the dragons. With no thought given to her own life, she hurled herself into battle, butchering her way to the village square where the fighting was the fiercest, looking only to kill as many dragons as possible. All told by people who witnessed her fighting that night, she brought down sixteen dragons before finally being bested by the beasts.

As chief of the tribe, he was expected to say a few words in remembrance of those who lost their lives in glorious battle. No one faulted him, though, for saying nothing tonight as he set fire to the two ships in front of him, gently pushing them into the grasp of the tides. Then, and only then, did he look on his son's ship as he bid a final farewell to the two most important people in his life. It nearly broke him.

He spent the next hour sitting in his house, staring at the fireplace. Slowly but surely, the chief melted away, letting the husband and father take center stage. He had stayed strong all day, and now, with no one to lose face in front of, he let it all out, falling out of his chair to his knees and weeping. He wept for Val. He wept for Hiccup. He wept the most, however, at the almost complete certainty that he would never see his son again, in this life or the next.

"Oh, son," he whispered, his voice stricken with grief, "I'm so sorry."

* * *

><p>And now it fell to the next generation to save them all.<p>

* * *

><p><strong>So, what do you all think? Was it worth the wait? Should I be flayed alive? Let me know! Anyway, in all seriousness, I am making good progress on the next chapter by virtue of cutting some stuff off the end to save for the next chapter, so look for it soon! Check my profile page for any updates as to whether or not that is still the case.<strong>


	6. Chapter 6

**Holy crow, did this thing ever mutate while I was working on it! This was supposed to be the chapter that sent them back to the past, but some changes needed to be made so that some things made sense and to set things up for later. Lets hope it doesn't happen again; I want to get to the past as much as most of you probably do! In the meantime, though, have a read, review if you feel so inclined, and I hope you enjoy this chapter of Undo the Future!**

**Disclaimer: Nope, not yet.**

Rage of the Broken

Astrid looked around as the cove drew nearer. The silence between her and her normally talkative friends was deafening, even more than the wind roaring past her as their course altered slightly, preparing for a gradual descent into the cove. She could see, though, that Ruff and Tuff were discussing something between them as their facial expressions would change. It was almost fascinating, really, watching the emotions play across their faces, ranging from shock to satisfaction to grim realization between thoughtful expressions. It was like watching a complete conversation without any words!

Ever since the twins had gained the ability to use thought-speech, their penchant for mischief had only gotten more pronounced. Whenever the two were seen whispering to each other before, people would naturally be on guard; if the two of them were close enough to each other to whisper in each other's ear without doing something unpleasant to each other, they were usually planning on doing something unpleasant to someone else. Now that they could scheme without even needing to talk to each other, them simply being near each other and showing emotions on their faces was enough to make some people lock their doors and windows, not that it helped where the village's most notorious intentional troublemakers were concerned.

There were no evil-looking smirks now, though, no raised eyebrows or suppressed chuckles. They were planning something, something important, and she had learned from the adventures she could remember their group having together that when the twins discussed something with the utmost seriousness, it was a good idea to listen.

As she ventured to connect to their minds, though, she was broken out of her thoughts by the sound of an explosion at the cove, close but far enough away that it sounded dull and muffled. In an instant all eyes were on the cove as a tree toppled and fell into the cove, a very familiar brown and black Nightmare clinging for dear life onto the trunk. Everyone's eyes widened as it tumbled down, landing with a dull thud and what they imagined was a very unhealthy-sounding crunch as the tree landed squarely on top of Brushfire.

*_Oh, no..._* Thorn's concern was palpable to Astrid at that point. Whatever had him so unnerved, Astrid soon got the answer as a lone Gronckle emerged from the woods where the tree had fallen from and slowly descended into the cove. What was once a graceful descent to their destination turned into a sharp dive as Thorn, Horrorcow and Kindleflint angled down into an almost completely vertical dive, leaving Astrid hanging onto the saddle grips for dear life.

**_Thorn, what..._** was all Astrid could get out as her stomach finally caught up with her, decidedly not pleased with Thorn having left it behind.

*_Loyalist!_*

That was all Thorn said, and that was all that needed to be said as well. If a loyalist was in the cove, then the ritual was in danger, and that was all that mattered right now. Steeling herself, she bent down and forward, pressing herself against Thorn's back to improve his diving speed as she reached around to her back and grabbed the handle of her axe. To her right in her peripheral vision, she saw Ruffnut and Tuffnut doing the same, their spears held ready as the prankster and planner fell away, leaving only cold, calculating warriors bearing expressions of lethal intent. Fishlegs was going through a similar change to the left, his hammer out and loose at his side, his face the picture of calm as he prepared himself to go into a berserker state if need be. To be quite honest, that was really all he needed; whenever he swung his hammer, it tended to keep on going regardless of what was in its way even if he didn't go berserker on them. Astrid allowed herself a smile; it looked like she'd get to listen to the voice telling her to kill dragons after all.

For years afterwards, people who experienced what happened next would talk about what they felt when the anger finally hit. Up until that point, the most anyone capable of thought speech had felt when they sensed another person's anger was a feeling of nausea if it was particularly intense and only if the source was close by. The sheer rage Astrid was feeling from down in the cove, still nearly a hundred feet below them, felt more like her mind was being physically assaulted by an unseen enemy. It was all Astrid could do to keep from letting go of the saddle grips and grasping her head; it felt like the pain was threatening to burst out of her skull. Instead she settled for shutting her eyes as tightly as she could and clenching her teeth so hard it was a wonder that they didn't crack.

It turned out that resisting the urge to let go of the saddle, no matter how much she wanted to, probably saved her life. The pain distorted the bond she shared with Thorn, but through the haze she could sense his distress; like her, he hadn't been ready for the emotional onslaught that was emanating from the cove, hadn't strengthened his mental defenses enough, and now it was a desperate struggle for him just to endure through the pain and stay in the air. It was a losing battle for him, though, and with every beat of his wings that she felt she could sense him slowly getting overwhelmed. This was bad; even though they were still in a half-controlled descent, a fall from this height if his wings gave out would seriously injure Thorn and in all likelihood kill her in a best-case scenario.

Astrid resisted the urge to erect mental defenses she knew wouldn't hold against this kind of onslaught before she could reinforce them. This was a time for keeping a cool head, and wasting mental energy throwing up walls that would be immediately torn down when she still wasn't completely rested wouldn't save her or Thorn. Besides, even if she could block out the anger invading her own mind, that didn't change the fact that she was riding on a dragon who was fighting just to keep from dropping like a rock from a hundred feet in the air due to the exact same rage assailing his.

_My own mind being safe isn't going to get us out of this,_ Astrid thought to herself amidst the pain. _I need to help Thorn. Think, Astrid! Think! Straight-up resistance won't work, that much is clear. So what..._

As if on cue, Astrid's memory brought one particular mental ability to mind. ***_When the burden is more than both of you can bear_*** was what the bond told them this was for. It seemed simple enough, forming a direct connection to a specific portion of your bondmate's mind and opening your mind completely. It seemed like a wonderful power on paper, the ability to give one's bondmate relief from whatever was troubling them. The problem was that it never worked; over the last year she could still remember, there were a few times where she or Thorn were down or depressed and they tried using the technique, but to no avail. At the end of the day, the whole group simply wrote it off as the first dud in a long line of cool powers. It had to have a use, though! Why would the Ӕsir and the Dragons gift them with something that was completely useless?

It was all she could think of, though, even if it didn't seem that promising. There was a burden, and it was more than either of them could bear, so maybe it would do whatever it was supposed to do. She began probing Thorn's mind, making sure to be subtle; one wrong move could end up breaking what little concentration Thorn was bringing to bear on keeping them in the air, exacerbating their already dire situation even more. It was easy to find where the anger was attacking Thorn; the affected area stood out like a crimson beacon. She quickly formed the link, sensing the anger that now seemed to take an interest in her. Steeling herself, she opened up completely, susceptible to any mental intrusion. Before she could even process what was happening, the fury assaulting Thorn's mind arced like red lightning along the link she just made with him, flooding her own mind.

Astrid had an impressive list of painful injuries to her name. Among the more memorable ones was the time when a crazed Skrill managed to actually impale her through the gut on one of its claws. The pain was truly excruciating, and it was only the fact that she was just as stubborn as Vikings tended to be that she was able to stay conscious after it let her fall to the ground. That was also the first time she ever saw how terrifying Thorn could be when he was truly enraged; the sheer ferocity and power he brought to bear on the Skrill were almost supernatural in their intensity, and it ultimately ended with the feral dragon's head neatly pinned to the wall while its headless body fell limp to the ground. The pain she felt now, though... there was nothing she could compare it to, as nothing she could think of could even come close to doing it justice. Agony had become her world, her senses deadened by the sheer force of what was ravaging her mind now.

In the brief moment of lucidity she had before the rage overwhelmed her, she realized why the ability was called "Sacrifice." After all, wasn't Sacrifice both give _and_ take?

* * *

><p>There weren't many occasions for Vikings to look their best. For what was about to happen, though, it didn't seem right not to shine and sharpen your weapon, to deck oneself out in full armor, all as a show of respect and support for friends and comrades who were about to undertake some great task. Snotlout certainly didn't spare any bit of decorum when he chose what to wear to see his friends off. He had chosen a dark-shaded chainmail undershirt to wear beneath his normal fur vest, and sturdy leather bracers on his forearms. His favorite mace was holstered at his side, and on his back hung a sturdy, well-made shield.<p>

Snotlout loved that shield; Hiccup had made it for him. He had made one for each of them, actually, and it was obvious that the scrawny git Snotlout was now proud to call a cousin spared neither time nor expense in making them the finest shields in all of Berk. What made them truly special, though, was the designs Hiccup had put on each of the shields. He had recalled Hiccup repeatedly saying that they weren't done, even after the sounds of smithing and crafting had long since ceased. The picture of Fireworm, a marriage of both standard Viking style and Hiccup flair, made it all worth the wait, though, and Snotlout couldn't wait to try it out in battle.

Now it looked like he would never get the chance. That was what irked him so much; that he couldn't go along with Astrid and the others. They had done everything together, their little group and their dragons, and now Snotlout _and_ the dragons were being left behind? This was important, and this was _his_ cousin! What was a few hours that his awesomeness couldn't offset?

Snotlout wasn't jealous, though, not in the slightest. It was the very real possibility of his friends dying and him, along with their dragons, being powerless to prevent it that bothered him. More than anything, though, it was Fireworm. She was fading away. He was losing his dragon and he didn't have much time left before he even forgot how much she meant to him. He wanted to be able to fight back, to undo fate's design and save Fireworm from time itself. He wouldn't even get to do that. Ultimately, what he thought of the situation could be summed up with one simple phrase.

This was _not_ cool.

"Gods," he whispered sadly as the cove came into view, "why couldn't you give just a little bit more..."

Silence was all he got as a response. Said silence was broken by the sound of an explosion close by, followed by a terrified roar that could have only belonged to a Monstrous Nightmare that suddenly ended with a dull thud. The sudden spike of anger, though, clearly unsettled the Vikings around him that weren't even capable of thought-speech. As for himself, along with every other creature nearby who _was_ capable of thought-speech, the sheer intensity of it made him sick to his stomach. In a flash swords were being drawn, dragons were taking flight with their riders and Vikings were running towards the cove in full armor. Snotlout only increased his pace even more when he heard the roar of an unmistakably enraged Night Fury.

* * *

><p>There is a rumor among dragons, and it goes something like this: the purest expression of emotion for a dragon, or any being capable of thought-speech for that matter, comes the instant after death. They say it's because the soul, the font from which all of a being's emotions flow, is no longer restrained and muffled by the flesh, and that if you know how to listen, you can hear the soul's parting words as it goes to Naar for judgment.<p>

Rockjaw could say this rumor was nothing of the sort; it was completely, unerringly accurate. He had heard so much from the souls of dragons over the many centuries he had lived, and he had no doubt he would hear many more over the next several hundred years as well. Before the queen, before the Dragons sent him there to provide what comfort he could, the whispers of departing souls were often those of contentment, of a life that was lived well and an anticipation of the afterlife. During the last few centuries, which he had spent with the queen, the souls either shouted for joy at their freedom from the queen, or they whispered fearfully for those who were left behind to continue to face her wrath. The ones eaten by the queen as punishment for displeasing her, though... all he heard from their souls upon death were screams of terror and pain before they went completely silent. He never particularly liked dwelling on why.

What he heard from this Nightmare, who he now knew as Brushfire, was something he had only started hearing from dragons and mind-bonded humans alike in the last few years after Ashclaw began having his loyalists ambush lone dragons and their human riders.

*_Stag... my little human, I'm so sorry. I couldn't stop him. I couldn't save you..._*

It was something he was hearing far too often.

He slowly descended into the cove, touching down close to where the Nightmare's corpse lay. Brushfire had meant well. He was misguided, but he did all of this for his bondmate; he wanted to defend what the Dragons had given him, and he had done so up until his death. He bowed his head sadly to commend Brushfire's soul to the Dragoness of Judgment, the Dragon responsible for determining which afterlife a dragon's soul would go to.

He didn't even get a single word out before an ear-piercing roar echoed throughout the cove as something big, black and _extremely_ angry slammed into him from the right, causing him to collapse on the ground as a surge of pain erupted from his mauled right side. He let out a choked cry as his vision blurred, becoming distinctly aware of a set of razor-sharp claws pressed up between his armored chin and the softer scales of his neck. It wouldn't take much; a miniscule increase in pressure would pierce his neck scales and cut straight into his throat. As such, Rockjaw made it a point to keep very, very still as a deep, menacing growl sounded from above him. He knew whose face he would see as his vision refocused, allowing him to see the glowing, furious glare the Night Fury was giving him.

That wasn't what scared him, however. It was barely noticeable, but if he stopped and felt for it, it was there. It was pure and unbridled rage throwing itself against his mental defenses. He had trained himself to keep them up at all times, a necessary survival skill when he was with the queen so she didn't know why he was at the nest in the first place. Even without trying, the queen could hear surface thoughts, and she tended to eat those who turned to the Dragons when she didn't have them under her complete control, and even though he was counted among the Favored, he didn't want to chance it. Centuries of such training honed him into a nigh-unbreakable mental fortress, capable of fending off anything save the queen.

Now, though, he could sense the rage attacking his mind actually penetrating his mental barriers. This wasn't possible. This wasn't supposed to happen. Not even Ashclaw possessed a fury strong enough to even dent his defenses, but the facts couldn't be denied; the Night Fury's rage and hatred were slowly but surely winning. It wasn't just anger and hatred he was feeling, however, on the other side of his mental barriers; there was something else there besides primal emotion. It felt weak, yet the sheer potential of what it could become was... honestly, it frightened Rockjaw. Without it, Toothless' anger right now might have been able to exceed even Ashclaw's. With it, though...

Rockjaw couldn't hear the last part of his thought as Toothless' rage, empowered by this strange force, began making cracks in his defenses. The anger seized the initiative, seeming to take on a mind of its own as it directed all of its power at the weakened sections of Rockjaw's barriers, crashing through and ripping his defenses apart before flooding into every section of his mind. He forced himself not to thrash about as his world erupted in pain; Toothless' claws were still pressed against his neck, and there were better ways to die than by bleeding out.

He wracked his mind, looking for something, anything to help him out. Ultimately, he could come up with nothing. Experience could only take a Gronckle so far, and experience had done nothing to prepare him for this. Now he could only wait, to try and endure until the Night Fury tired of his pain and ended his life. At the very least he could deny Toothless the satisfaction of knowing that he made Rockjaw blink.

*-_rgive me, Dr-ns,_* he thought-sent, his own thoughts distorted and muffled even to himself by the anger invading his mind and the pain wracking his entire body, *_I- ve-ailed._*

* * *

><p>It had started with the Zippleback that had him pinned, helpless to do anything but watch as Ashclaw... he blocked out what happened next. Those two were the first to die. They were the only two that Cinder didn't make suffer, and only because he lost himself in a blind fury. All the other loyalists scattered while he was busy savagely attacking Ashclaw's corpse and then mourning his own loss, and he had spent the better part of the last fourteen years hunting down each and every one of them. That was his purpose now, the only drive he possessed, and he pursued it with a passion. He knew each of the loyalists, their names, their scents, everything. He didn't need to know what they looked like, however; the now-broken bond he possessed demanded vengeance as well, and whenever he came across a loyalist, it would fill him with power. His rage intensified tenfold, and he would proceed about his bloody business.<p>

What he was doing to the Gronckle now was his favorite part, though. Simply watching him struggle desperately to not writhe in agony, lest he slit his own throat on Cinder's claws, filled him with a distinct feeling of satisfaction, and it amused him to see how long they would last before the pain became too much and they ended their lives on his claws. This Gronckle, though, had lasted longer than any of the others. It was barely half a minute before the others gave up, and here this loyalist was, shooting for a whole minute! The Gronckle would lose eventually; even now Cinder could feel how tense the loyalist's muscles were getting as he fought to keep his body under control. Soon his limbs would start twitching, and then the rest of his body would follow suit. It was only a matter of time before either the loyalist's body gave up for him and spasmed just a little too violently, or he would give in on his own and start thrashing about.

_It won't be long now,_ thought Cinder as he felt a sense of contentment and closure beneath his rage for the first time in fourteen years. _Kill this final loyalist, and then I can-_

His train of thought was interrupted by the sound of wings beating, and with a growl he looked over in the direction of the disturbance. His more pleasant memories, the ones both he and Toothless agreed were the right ones, told him the Nadder and Zippleback who were just touching down were his friends, not that Cinder particularly cared about them. Besides, it wasn't like his anger was hurting _them_. The humans riding them, though, weren't faring quite as well. One by one they collapsed and fell off their dragons the instant they landed, grasping their heads and screaming in octaves he didn't know humans could reach. Against his will, his eyes widened; it seemed Toothless was a little more concerned about these humans than he was. He shook his head and refocused his anger.

_Hmph. Their weakness isn't my problem._

_They _aren't_ weak, Cinder,_ Toothless responded, attempting to reassert his personality and causing the rage Cinder was emitting to falter, _and they're my friends. Therefore it _is_ your problem._

_Since when are your problems _my_ problems, cripple,_ asked Cinder in a clipped tone. _This is a loyalist. In case you haven't noticed, I hate loyalists. They're the ones responsible for this whole mess in the first place. You've seen my memories, Toothless! You know what they did, what they took from me! For fourteen years I've had to deal with the fact that I wasn't strong enough to stop them that day, and I will not rest until they have suffered as I have!_

_And that justifies making our human's friends suffer as well? Look at them,_ Toothless shouted in his mind, forcing Cinder to look over at the humans twisting and writhing on the ground. _Your desire for vengeance is killing them too!_

_Do I look like I care,_ asked Cinder as he turned his attention back to the Gronckle. _As far as I'm concerned, they failed too! It's their fault our human even got abducted to begin with! The more they hurt,_ Cinder said, _the happier I'll be. So yes, their pain is justified._

_Seriously, Cinder,_ Toothless asked with a voice tinged with disbelief. _You honestly blame Hiccup's friends for this? They were just as old as Hiccup was at the time! Human children would have a hard time fighting a Terrible Terror, and you're lashing out at them for not charging a Monstrous Nightmare at an age when they would barely qualify as finger food to it?_ Toothless felt his anger rising at just how irrational and unreasonable Cinder was being. _And don't you _dare_ think you're the only one who's hurting inside over Hiccup's death! Look at chief Stoick. Ever since the Meade Hall I've felt a sadness coming off of him I've only sensed in people who have lost the will to live! It's likely only the fact that ending his own life would be the final victory for the loyalists that is keeping him from doing just that!_

_You weren't there, cripple,_ yelled Cinder as he clamped down his mental grip. He wouldn't be usurped now, not when he was so close to finally accomplishing what had driven him to keep going for all these years. _Those humans weren't there! _I_ was! You don't know what it was like! _You_ didn't lose him!_

_And so you would kill friends,_ Toothless shouted,_ just so you can have your own petty vengeance?_

Cinder stopped and thought for a moment before answering. _No, Toothless,_ he said simply. At his answer, Toothless let out a mental sigh of relief and started to ease himself back into control of his body, only to be violently pushed back. _They're not my friends._

* * *

><p>It had been easy for Toothless to sync up with the right set of memories after the incident only a few hours earlier when he nearly killed the elder. His original memories, the ones where Hiccup was still alive, were what both he and his new personality wanted, after all. This new personality went by the name "Cinder," Toothless' old name before Hiccup gave him the one he was now so proud to bear. Though he never liked admitting it, Toothless was a very different dragon before Hiccup came along and showed him just how wonderful having a friend could be. Among other things, he was short-tempered, solitary and generally unpleasant to be around, and that was how he liked it. What Cinder was, though, scared him. The pain of the loss he had suffered at the hands of Ashclaw and the loyalists had festered over the years, turning into hatred toward the world for taking the small human from him. He left the Meridian of Misery soon thereafter on a quest for vengeance, but not just against the loyalists; Cinder blamed the world for taking one of the only things that had mattered to him other than himself, and Toothless couldn't bring himself to look at the most recent years of his new memories after seeing just how much misery Cinder left in his wake during the years prior.<p>

Toothless had hoped the fact that Astrid and the others were his friends would dissuade Cinder from intentionally bringing harm to them. Now that hope was being dashed, as Cinder now seemed just as intent on hurting Toothless' human friends with his anger as he was with ending the Gronckle's life, just because they were a part of the world he hated so much. Toothless had tried every approach he could think of, with no success; anger and hatred ruled Cinder now, blinding him to logic and companionship, and the power his broken bond gave him prevented Toothless from breaking Cinder's hold on his mind. He wanted the world to hurt right along with him, and he was dead-set on getting what he wanted.

What concerned him the most, though, was just how much pain his friends were in. The Gronckle that Cinder was currently focused on was trying desperately not to thrash about while Cinder's claws were pressed up against his neck, but Astrid, Ruff and Tuff... it made the Gronckle's pain seem like a mild discomfort in comparison. He had heard stories about this kind of pain before. It wasn't often that people felt it, but when they did, it was often enough that their body eventually couldn't take it anymore and they...

_Oh, no..._

The grim realization of what was about to happen hit him just before he felt the two surges of power coming from where Thorn and Kindleflint were standing.

The last time Astrid had nearly died was when the Skrill had impaled her though the gut with its claws. For just an instant, all Thorn could do was stand there as Astrid fell limp to the ground, letting out choked gasps as her face contorted in pain, likely a combination of not only being impaled, but the fact that a Skrill's claws secreted a slow-acting and very painful venom. What happened after that was one of the most amazing things Toothless had ever seen, as with a roar the Night Fury didn't even think Thorn was capable of making, he launched himself forward at the Skrill. Now, normally a Nadder wouldn't stand a chance against a Skrill; they were stronger than a Nadder, their scales were tough enough to resist even a Nadder's fire and deflect most projectiles, and something in the gas they used for breathing fire made their breath weapon corrosive in nature. Yet despite all those disadvantages, over the next minute or so he watched as Thorn systematically slaughtered the Skrill, ending with the crazed dragon's head pinned to the wall by a single quill while its body, which was by that point covered with grievous burns, fell to the ground.

He had felt the exact same power from Thorn that day as he sensed now, and the prospect of having them coming after him, or rather, Cinder and him by extension, filled him with dread. Empowered as he was, Thorn would have no difficulty killing Cinder, even with the boost his broken bond gave him. Kindleflint, though... the thought of fighting _them_ while they were strengthened by their bond with the twins was a possibility that made him cringe. They tended to get _creative_ in how they killed their opponents if they had the chance, and he had no doubt Thorn would oblige them regarding Cinder's fate.

The worst part of all this, though? Cinder, the one in charge of his body and thus their lives, was too wrapped up in his own hatred to notice until the last second, but by then it was too late as Thorn launched himself forward, covering the distance between them in the blink of an eye and throwing his full weight into a hip check that left Cinder sprawled on his back a good ten feet away. Thorn was back on him in an instant, planting a foot on Cinder's chest and glaring at him, the sclera in his eyes no longer green but a glowing blood red while his irises remained black.

*_Whatever you're doing, Toothless,_* Thorn said, his voice coming in loud and clear, *_knock it off right now, and I _won't_ reduce your neck to a charred stump where your head used to be!_* As if to emphasize this point, a red and black mist began seeping out of Thorn's mouth, the same color as whatever it was that had mixed in with his fire when he fought the Skrill.

*_Don't make us do this, friend,_* Kindle said, his voice reverberating through Toothless' mind with perfect clarity as the Zippleback's heads came into view, their eyes the same color as Thorn's were now.

*_The thought of killing you doesn't please us,_* continued Flint.

*_But we will if we must,_* they said in unison, their muscles tensing as they prepared to attack.

* * *

><p>In his mind, Cinder smiled at the threats leveled at him by the Nadder and Zippleback. A couple years ago, that may have been enough to stop him; he couldn't avenge his human if he was dead, after all. Now, though, there was only one loyalist left, and then he would have accomplished his purpose. All it would take is a surge of his full, unrestrained anger, and the Gronckle would be dead in a heartbeat. If the humans' deaths brought about his own by the two dragons standing over him as they sought to avenge their humans, then Cinder would welcome it. It certainly beat the alternative that he had planned. Toothless, however, was less than enthused by his friends' threats.<p>

_Cinder, what are you doing,_ Toothless cried out as he attempted to force his way back into control of his body with renewed vigor. _They're going to kill us if you don't stop!_

Cinder wanted to be annoyed at Toothless for trying to stop him, angry even. However, he had already let his anger recede; a mind was much easier to overtax when it thought there was no danger or the danger had already passed, and thus wasn't focused on trying to withstand a mental assault, and Cinder doubted that the Nadder and Zippleback would give him a second chance if the Gronckle somehow managed to survive the first attempt. If he was going to do this, he needed to be able to concentrate, and that meant getting Toothless to stop trying to interfere. He would need to understand what was going on.

_I'm well aware,_ Cinder responded simply. _And avenging our human means more to me than that. _His tone became sharp, leaving no room for argument. _You know you can't make me stop, Toothless. The power of my broken bond makes me a lot stronger than you right now._

Toothless responded as if he had expected that answer, and considering that they were the same dragon, he likely was. _Then kill him the old fashion way! Tear his throat out, rip out his guts with our claws, blast a hole through him with our fire breath! You know an empowered firebolt can do that, right? There are better, less fatal ways of avenging Hiccup!_

_Maybe,_ Cinder conceded, _but none of those will give me the outcome I desire._

If they had been separate, physical entities, the sheer amount of disbelief Cinder felt coming from Toothless would have likely been accompanied by his jaw dropping.

_The outcome you desire,_ Toothless asked incredulously. _Thorn and Kindleflint are threatening to kill us if you keep this up, and you're saying that you want that to happen? Do you have a death wish,_ Toothless yelled.

_Yes,_ Cinder responded without hesitation. _Yes I do._

Toothless couldn't respond to that, Cinder knew. Cinder wanted to die, and his mental counterpart wasn't strong enough to keep that from happening. Saying nothing else, Cinder turned back to the task at hand, retreating into the deepest, darkest parts of his mind, letting his anger simmer as his broken bond mingled with it, preparing to unleash the final, fatal surge of rage and hatred that would end it all. He was stopped in his tracks by one simple word from Toothless.

_Why?_

If they were physical entities, it would have been Cinder's jaw that was on the floor now instead of Toothless'.

_Seriously, Toothless?_ There was no hint of humor in his counterpart's mental presence. _You've seen my memories. This is how I wanted it to end. I made it quite clear why, so if you can't even remem-_ Cinder stopped himself mid-rant. Toothless was a far gentler dragon than he was, and Cinder had done things that his counterpart would no doubt find reprehensible. Could it be...

_Did you even look at the last couple years of my memories,_ he asked, suspecting he knew exactly what answer he'd get.

_Why should I have,_ Toothless asked, his mental voice and his sheer presence conveying nothing but accusation. _I saw the burning villages, the dead humans and dragons, beings who did nothing to you, and you killed them purely because you hated them for existing. Why read a book when you already know what's going to happen?_

_Because sometimes the author might surprise you,_ Cinder said. He sought out Toothless' mental presence, forming a link before Toothless could react. _Watch,_ he said simply, using the boost from his bond to maintain the link, even as Toothless tried to break it. _Then tell me if I'm being unreasonable._

* * *

><p>Cinder groaned, nursing his left hind leg as he shuffled out of the cave the loyalist Zippleback he had beheaded when its remaining head spasmed a little more violently than usual was using as a temporary home. The Zippleback had been unable to inject a lot of venom, not even enough to kill a human, but Cinder had no doubt he'd be feeling its effects for quite a while. He was usually better than this, more efficient. Usually he was able to completely overwhelm them the instant his rage flared up, and then it was all over. This time the Zippleback had actually managed to <em>hurt him!<em> He wanted to blame the Zippleback, that it fought dirty, but the tricks it used were actually pretty clever. He had never seen a head shoulder the burden of both, in this case the pain his anger caused them, and it allowed one head to fight back. Normally, that wouldn't have been an issue, but the other one was completely blind to the world due to having to endure its pain and that of its counterpart and began thrashing about, and it provided a distraction for Cinder that the other head made to exploit. This led in turn to the small but extremely painful wound Cinder would be nursing for a few days. Eventually it got to the point where Cinder decided to forget the clean kill and decapitated the thrashing head with a single swipe of his claws. He would also need to clean himself with all the blood that came out of the stump after he did that. With no counterpart to aid it, the other head reacted the way all the other loyalists he found had, and met its end the same way as well.

That wasn't the only reason for Cinder's groaning, though. There weren't many loyalists left. Soon his revenge would be complete. That was when his mind started bringing up questions for him to consider, questions that were providing an unwelcome distraction from his routine. For the most part, he was able to ignore them, saying he would get back to them later. Some of the questions floating in his mind, though, would soon become quite relevant to his situation, and even though he hated to admit it, he needed to answer them. He needed a plan; he didn't want to wander about aimlessly, not when he knew what that would bring.

_Besides,_ he thought with a sardonic smile as he laid down on the ground, the Zippleback's venom making it hurt to stand on his hind leg, _it's not like I'm going anywhere for a while._

He honestly could never have expected things to happen as they did when he found the small human that night. He didn't think much of the little scrap of flesh, but protected him nonetheless; it was just a hatchling, after all. Then the bond formed, and suddenly Cinder felt complete. He had found something he desperately wanted, even if he didn't know he wanted it in the first place. He had found a true companion in that "little scrap of flesh," and he vowed he would never let the small human come to harm.

Then _they_ came. Had he expected the loyalists to come back so soon, he could have taken his human and moved to a different island before they returned, or hidden the human somewhere else on the island, somewhere _safe_, and taken the loyalists on his own terms. Instead, he was forced to watch as the small human was killed in front of him and the bond he and his human had formed not even a day earlier was slowly broken. When the small human died, a part of Cinder died with him, and a gnawing pain was left in the place of the bond that completed them both. The pain never left, never lessened no matter how Cinder tried running from it.

He vowed to make the loyalists pay for his pain, for taking his human from him. It was then that he made a discovery: avenging his human was his purpose, his sole drive to keep going, and as he went about hunting down and killing the loyalists, the hatred and rage he felt when he found them actually dulled the pain for a few months. Now, though, he could count the number of loyalists left alive on a the claws of a single forepaw. The death of the final loyalist would mark the completion of his purpose, and with it, the only way to keep the pain at bay. He couldn't not kill the final loyalist when he found it, not if he wanted to avenge his human properly. This dilemma formed the basis of the first question his mind had been posing to him, and would ultimately answer all of them.

_What do I do after this is over?_

He considered wandering the Earth as he had done for the last twelve years, spreading pain and misery wherever he felt like it, which was quite often. It was routine. It was safe. It also did nothing to ease his own pain. No matter how much he hated the world, no matter how much he lashed out at it and the beings that lived in it, such outbursts never soothed his own pain no matter how much he wished it would, and in fact made it even worse at times. He had always retreated into his own rage toward the loyalists to hide from that fact. Soon, though, the source of that anger would be dead and gone, and then there would be no hiding from the fact that all the pain and death wrought by his own devices had achieved nothing for anyone, especially himself.

There was no _purpose_ in such an existence.

That was what it ultimately came down to; Cinder, like all dragons, needed a purpose. Before his human came into his life, his purpose had been to protect the other dragons during their raids. It wasn't their fault they served the queen, though he did make an exception for the loyalists; their willing service to such a reprehensible monster was not within his power to forgive, and as such they did not enjoy the benefit of his protection. He couldn't return to that life, that purpose. Compared to protecting and avenging his human, that was no purpose at all. For that matter, neither was anything else he could think of. So what could a dragon with no purpose do?

The answer, though simple, took a long time for him to get to. After all, what dragon did what they wanted instead of finding a purpose in life and sticking to it until its completion? Then again, most dragons could find another purpose that had some value to them, and right now Cinder wasn't most dragons.

What did he want? The answer was also simple, and it was refreshingly easy to come to.

_I want to be with my human._

He wanted to laze about on a bright sunny day while his human played nearby under his watchful eye, joining in with the little one from time to time. Cinder wanted to keep him warm on cold nights, sheltering him from the wind with his broad, powerful wings as the human pressed against his side to enjoy the heat Cinder's inner fire provided, all while he himself curled protectively around his human as they slept together on a bed of warm embers. He wanted to feel the small human's insignificant weight on his back as he showed him something he never got the chance to: the wonders of flight. He wanted to hear his human laugh, to see him smile that priceless smile that made his rich green eyes shine even brighter. Yes, that was what he wanted; he wanted to be whole again.

It was with that in mind that he formed his next course of action. He would continue as he had done over the last twelve years, though with less lashing out at the world; it accomplished nothing, and now that he thought about it, wouldn't make his human happy. If someone got in his way, though or is they got caught in the crossfire... He would find the loyalists, he would end their lives, and then... then he would return to his island in the Meridian of Misery. He would lay down on the cliff overlooking the sea, the place where this whole quest for vengeance had begun, and he would just... stop. Time was generous to dragons, but his biological needs for food and water were not. He would pass on in a week or so, and enter into Naar's presence for judgment.

A warm and giving soul like his human's would no doubt find a place in the Sky Beyond the instant Naar laid eyes on him, taking up residence on one of the many floating islands that dotted the eternal expanse of the afterlife all dragons hoped for. He would find his human in the afterlife. Cinder would take wing with the little one on his back, and they would fly in the infinite expanse it offered. Surely his human wouldn't have flown on the back of another during the interim, would he? Cinder smiled as he shook his head. Certainly not.

He had a plan. He knew what to do. With that in mind he made to get to his feet, only to get a painful reminder of what he had been through and what was coursing through his system. He quickly settled back down.

_Okay,_ he thought ruefully as he looked around sheepishly, hoping that no one else saw the great and mighty Night Fury valiantly try and fail to stand up. _Maybe a little later._

* * *

><p>Toothless honestly had no response to what he had just witnessed. For all the aimless violence he had seen in Cinder's past memories, he never thought his counterpart would take that kind of path. It did make sense, though. Toothless was just as driven by purpose as Cinder was, and his purpose was Hiccup. <em>So is Cinder,<em> Toothless noted.

_Do you see now, Toothless,_ Cinder asked in a calmer voice than Toothless had ever heard from him, though he could feel the passion in it. _I don't want to die, but if that's what it takes to be with my human when this is all said and done, then that's what I'll do._

Toothless mentally shook himself out of his stupor. _Don't get me wrong, Cinder. I understand what you mean. Heck, I even respect it. I'd probably do the same thing if I was in your position. I am you, after all,_ he added with a smile.

_Then you understand why I need to do this,_ Cinder stated with a tone of finality as he made to unleash his rage. _This will bring it all to an end, both for the loyalists and for me._

_I do understand,_ Toothless said as he moved to interfere again. _Avenging our human even at the cost of our life is something I would do in your situation as well. But..._ he trailed off in a tone that suggested he knew something Cinder was overlooking. At the slight pique of curiosity from his counterpart, Toothless continued. _Given the choice between avenging our human and _saving him,_ I 'd go for the latter._ That definitely got Cinder's attention, and Toothless smiled as he knew he had his counterpart right where he wanted him. It was time to strike the deathblow. _We still have a chance to save him, Cinder. Remember, that's why we're even here in the cove now. Also remember, Cinder, that if you follow through with your plan, you're killing our only chance to save our human. Unless you know of _another_ village elder in close proximity who also knows what to do._

Cinder's eyes visibly widened in Toothless' body as he stumbled, looking for an answer.

_But, the humans, _Cinder retorted, _what chance does a species like the humans, weak as they are, have against dragons?_

_I told you already, Cinder, _Toothless responded simply, _they are _not_ weak. They're skilled warriors for their age, and they work together better than anyone I've ever seen, human or dragon._ His tone became dead serious. _I know the odds are stacked against them. Even that many dragons would have a hard time against the remaining loyalists, but they do have a chance. If they pull it off, our human will have never died. He'll be right here with us, and all will be well._

_But I..._ Cinder trailed off. For a moment, all was silent as he mulled things over, Toothless looking on with anticipation. The only way he was going to get back in control of his body was if Cinder willingly stepped down. To his relief, the barriers around his mind fell, and Cinder vacated his spot.

_Just promise me, _Cinder said as Toothless took control again, _that you'll at least kill the loyalist._

_I never had any other intention,_ Toothless responded, an evil grin passing over his face in his mind and on his body.

* * *

><p>Rockjaw never did enjoy the sight of his fellow dragons killing each other; they worshiped the same gods, were driven by the same desires, and ultimately, violence was something he viewed as a necessary evil for when no other solutions were viable. Despite his distaste for killing, though, at the sight of the Nadder letting Toothless up off the ground before all four (Zipplebacks didn't like being referred to as a single dragon, even if they were) dragons turned to face him, Rockjaw couldn't help but feel that he had survived one life-or-death situation only to face another one immediately thereafter. He briefly considered flying in an attempt to put some distance between him and them until he could show them he was here to aid them, but... Rockjaw looked upwards and saw the <em>fifth<em> dragon which would ultimately make such an attempt impossible. The Gronckle, Horrorcow he believed she was called, and her human had managed to pull up and get out of the worst of Toothless' anger, something that gave Rockjaw a feeling of pride in the controlled manner of flying his species possessed. Now, though, she and her human were hovering about forty feet off the ground, and the looks in their eyes said they were waiting for him to try flying so they could shoot him down, and considering the pair's reputation, he doubted they would miss.

A snarl from all sides brought Rockjaw back down to earth as Toothless, the Nadder and the Zippleback had used the opportunity to surround him and were slowly closing in, slowly circling as they advanced.

*_Any last words,_* Toothless asked in a mockingly playful voice as he approached, his narrowed slit-pupil eyes showing nothing but the desire to kill Rockjaw, *_before we tear you apart?_*

This was it, the moment of truth. Rockjaw had to convince Toothless and the others that he was here to help, which he was, or the Dragons' plans would be undone by one of their own Champions, even if Toothless didn't know that's what he was. While such irony _might_ temporarily amuse Roan, the Dragoness of Air, it was more likely that not even she would be able to find humor in the twilight of the world the Dragons and the Ӕsir had vowed to protect together. Steeling himself and taking a pained breath, Rockjaw opened his mind and began speaking.

*_I am not loyal to the queen. I never was, in fact. The Dragons simply told me to go to the island and do what I could._* He cringed at the memories that he had and were becoming more and more prominent in his mind. *_I went to that island to provide what comfort and solace I could to the queen's thralls when they weren't completely under her control, and the only way I could do so without the queen controlling me as well was by supporting her outwardly._*

A snort from Toothless cut him off as the dragon stared him down. *_Uh-huh, yes, that's fascinating. Why, then, did you stay with the loyalists after the queen died?_*

Rockjaw hesitated for a moment, earning a glare from Toothless. *_The Dragons didn't tell me to leave them. I assumed it was to potentially lead some of them back to the right path. It seems I was wrong about that,_* he finished, his tone becoming grim at that last statement. *_As such, I am here to help undo the damage Ashclaw has caused._*

Toothless regarded him for a moment, his face suddenly pensive. Rockjaw's heart skipped a beat. Had he done it? Had he really convinced Toothless? He had, hadn't he! He did! The Dragons truly were interven-

*_I'm a fifty-foot tall Terrible Terror with polka-dotted scales and rainbow-colored eyes,_* Toothless suddenly said, *_And I'm having trouble figuring out who the bigger liar is!_* With a roar he charged Rockjaw, arcing himself so he came in from the side and barreling into his mauled right side for the second time today. Again, Rockjaw found himself with Toothless' claws pressed up against his throat.

*_Give me one good reason,_* Toothless began without preamble or banter, his voice dripping with malice, *_why I shouldn't gut you right now._*

It was obvious that Toothless didn't believe him, that much the Night Fury had made abundantly clear. Still, Rockjaw was no fool, and he could have sworn he heard an almost pleading edge to his words. Realization dawned on Rockjaw as he saw what Toothless wanted. The Night Fury wanted to believe him, that he was here to help and could actually do something to make the humans' task a little easier. As a loyalist, though, anything he said would be under suspicion and likely disregarded outright. There was one way, though, to show his sincerity. He could make _that_ vow, the one that carried so much weight behind it that no dragon was willing to swear upon it more than once in their lifetime, and to actually swear on it twice was considered blasphemy. After all, even dragons only had one soul.

It would be the only way to convince Toothless, though, and if he didn't, the Dragons' will would not be done. He couldn't allow that to happen.

*_I swear upon the fate of my soul,_* he began, reciting the oath that all dragons were taught as hatchlings and told to remember until the day they died, *_that what I say to you is neither lie nor half-truth, but the entire truth. Should I break this vow, I forfeit any favor I have or will have with Naar, the Dragoness of Judgment, and I condemn my soul to an eternity in Talwar, the Plains of the Damned. May the Dragons hold me to this vow until the day I stand to be judged._*

If he was surprised, Toothless concealed it well, his facial expression merely going from "murderous" to a blank look that probably meant "still slightly distrustful." On a more positive note, however, his claws did back away from his neck, allowing Rockjaw to take a deep breath of air. Toothless still looked conflicted, though, as if some part of him still refused to believe what Rockjaw was telling him, and he was currently at war with himself. Soon enough, though, Toothless' face settled back into that blank look he was known for, and silently regarded Rockjaw. With some effort and cringing on his part, he eased himself back onto his feet before addressing the Night Fury again.

*_You still don't trust me,_* he said matter-of-factly.

*_Not particularly, no,_* Toothless deadpanned in response. *_I've seen how devoted you loyalists are to your oh so beloved queen. It wouldn't surprise me to discover that you were willing to go to Talwar if it was for her sake._*

*_If that's your concern, then let me put them to rest._* Rockjaw looked Toothless straight in the eye. *_Listen, Toothless. What Ashclaw is doing is not in the Dragons' will; their desire was for peace between humans and dragons, as was the will of the humans' __Ӕ__sir. That is why I am here; the Dragon of Time wishes to empower the ritual your esteemed elder is preparing._*

That got Toothless' attention. Iluviar, the Dragon of Time, ensured the timestream continued to flow. Without Him, time would have no meaning and chaos would reign. If He had His claws in this, then that changed everything for the Night Fury and his friends.

*_And this translates into what, exactly,_* he asked with a twinge of hope in his voice.

*_He is willing to divert a portion of His power to allow more beings to take part in this ritual without increasing the potential drift,_* Rockjaw explained while glancing over at the runic circles which were, thank the Dragoness of Earth, untouched by the falling tree.

*_How many more?_*

*_Enough that the rest of your group can go, but no more,_* Rockjaw replied, a faint grin taking over his aged features. *_For Him to do this takes power he can barely afford to divert from His eternal task. We don't want to risk this conversation never happening because we got greedy, do we?_*

Toothless allowed a faint smile to cross his lips, though it didn't reach his eyes. *_Alright, then. Lets go tell the elder so you can get started on your preparations._*

*_In a moment, young one,_* Rockjaw said, turning his gaze towards the Nightmare crushed beneath the tree. *_I have one last duty to perform as a cleric of the Dragons._* This was one of the more important duties a cleric would have to perform. It was also Rockjaw's least favorite: commending the souls of fallen dragons to Naar for their judgment. He hoped she would pass this one on to the afterlife a dragon such as Brushfire deserved; the devotion to his human that Rockjaw felt from the Nightmare's soul as it left his body deserved nothing but the best.

*_May you find peace in the afterlife, young dragon,_* he began softly, allowing himself this moment to forget everything else save for his holy duty. *_May the Dragoness of Judgment look favorably upon you, for you have done your duty as a dragon and bondmate, protecting that which meant so much to you and what the Dragons have given you._* He paused for a moment, considering what to say. The answer came to him, plain as day. *_And may you find your bondmate, your human, your Stag in the afterlife, that you may never be separated again. May the both of you fly together in the Sky Beyond._*

That was all he could do for Brushfire. Now he had work to do, to ensure this prayer would never need to be uttered again. Rockjaw turned and walked toward the runic circles, the elder coming to meet him as he approached. His mind was only half-focused on their conversation about adding the proper circle and the various symbols they would need to inscribe in it. He was thinking of other things. He had a crazed fanatic to stop.
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Standards

Snotlout shakily got himself up on his feet as the anger that had him on the ground faded away, thankful for the helping hand his father gave him. He had been so caught up in getting to the cove to see what had Toothless so angry that he hadn't noticed the building pain in his head until he saw dragons falling to the ground in ungainly heaps in front of him, their riders falling off their backs with faces contorted with pain. By then, though, it was too late. He collapsed on the ground, tore off his helmet and clasped his hands to his head. All around him he heard other Vikings capable of thought-speech like him falling to the ground as well, their thought-speech broken and distorted in his mind as they mentally called out to their dragons, fading away back in the village, for help. Whether this was because his mind was so overwhelmed by Toothless' rage that he couldn't receive properly or because the others' minds were unable to send properly for the same reason, he couldn't tell and honestly couldn't care. All he wanted was for it to stop.

"Son," he heard Spitelout, his father call out as he felt a pair of hands on his shoulders that had to belong to him, "Son! What's wrong," he asked Snotlout, the panic in his voice unmistakable. All around him he could hear more confused voices as those who weren't capable of thought-speech rushed to their comrades' sides to provide any aid they could, which was mostly limited to giving their pained brothers-and-sisters-in-arms the knowledge that they were there.

"It... it hurts, dad," Snotlout was able to gasp out; even breathing was hard now. If his hands weren't so occupied with keeping their death grip on his head he would have started smashing them against the ground as hard as he could; at this point, feeling his hands break would have been a welcome distraction from the pain threatening to explode out of his head. He tried to force himself not to scream; it was an established fact in his mind that Vikings didn't let a little thing like pain make them scream, and he made an admirable effort. Then he heard the others begin letting out cries of pain and agony. These weren't young warriors either, barely out of their teenage years. They were seasoned fighters, veterans of more battles than Snotlout could count, and with plenty of scars to show for it, and the pain was too much even for them to hold it in.

Maybe he could lose it in front of them just this once.

"Make it stop, dad," Snotlout managed to get out through clenched teeth. Unable to hold it in any longer, he began thrashing about on the ground. "Make the anger stop," he shrieked. Whatever he said after that point, his father was unable to comprehend it as Snotlout began screaming whatever sound decided to make its way out of his throat. Snotlout shivered at the thought of what he felt at that moment when he let go of all his restraint and screamed until his throat felt like a rabid Terror had crawled down into it. There was always a way out when he was in trouble, or at least he thought there was, but this was the first time he had ever felt well and truly helpless to save himself, much less anyone else. Part of him wished Fireworm was there; she was always quick to arrive at his side when he was in danger, and he most certainly was now. The other part, though, the logical side of his brain that he sometimes admitted that he didn't listen to often enough, told him that being here would hurt her as well, and that was something both sides of his mind agreed was the last thing Snotlout wanted.

By sheer luck, or more likely the grace of the Ӕsir, the anger finally subsided and the pain passed mercifully quickly as his father helped him up. All around him he saw other Vikings help their comrades up while others went over to check on the dragons and their riders. Most, he noticed, were steadily getting to their feet and checking for injuries on their dragons while the dragons were making concerned croons, grunts and warbles as they looked over their humans. There were some, though, both humans and dragons, who were lying motionless on the ground, and their bondmates were in varying stages of hysteria as they tried to wake them up.

_I've never felt Toothless get that angry,_ Snotlout thought to himself as he looked around, taking in everything that had just happened, _or anyone else, now that I think about it..._

He forced himself not to let out a surprised yelp as he felt his father's hand on his shoulder again; for one, he knew Vikings don't let out surprised yelps, or at least the men didn't(he made it a point to avoid even thinking that, much less saying it whenever Astrid or Ruffnut were around; they were _scary_ when he made them mad). Second, at this point, he doubted his voice would appreciate any further strain after the incomprehensible screaming he had done.

"Snotlout," his father asked, concern etched onto his every feature as he gave his son a once-over, "are you alright?"

As if of its own volition, his body turned to face the cove. No, he wasn't alright, and neither were Astrid and the others. He didn't know, didn't have any evidence to support his suspicions, but his gut was telling him they were in trouble. Yes, there were times when it was wrong and he made himself look like a fool in front of the entire village, or even worse, a girl he was trying to make a good impression on, but it was right more often than not. But their dragons were with them! They wouldn't be anywhere else except with their humans right now, not with what Astrid and the others were about to embark on! Snotlout's mouth went dry as his mind laid out every single possible thing that could have gone wrong, every adversary or army that could have overwhelmed them.

"Dad," Snotlout began without even bothering to answer his father's question, unable to keep the worry he was feeling from creeping into his voice, "how long was I... you know..."

"On the ground and in more pain than I've ever seen you in," his father finished for him, making a lame attempt at humor to try and lighten the mood. "I'd say around a few minutes. Why?"

"I think Astrid and the others are in trouble," he said quietly, his voice barely above a whisper. "We need to go. We need to get to the cove, _now!_"

Without waiting for a reply, Snotlout broke off in a sprint towards the cove entrance, not even bothering to answer most of the concerns his father was voicing as he called after his son. Of course he was well enough to fight; he was well enough to run after all! No, he didn't know what could be waiting for him there at the cove, only that his friends were there too and needed his help. The last one, though, about how he should at least bring others with him, he did bother shouting over his shoulder to answer his father for.

"Then tell them to hurry it up, or I'm not leaving any for them!" As if to emphasize the point, he brought up his mace and put on an extra burst of speed as he disappeared down the hill, leaving his father and the rest of the Vikings behind. "Hang on, guys! I'm coming!"

* * *

><p>Spitelout knew there was no point in trying to stop his son as he called after him. The boy was as stubborn as a Viking could be, and once he got it in his head to do something, only the most undeniable proof to the contrary could dissuade him from following through. <em>That,<em> Spitelout thought with a small smile, _or a whack to the head with a club._ Stubbornness, though, while certainly an admirable trait for any Viking to have, wasn't the most notable quality his son possessed, nor was it the most desirable.

"He gets it from you, you know" he said to no one in particular as his smile widened. "His loyalty? That's all you." Ever since his wife had died giving birth to Snotlout, Spitelout had always believed that she passed on all her steadfastness and loyalty to their son as she passed away. That was his greatest strength, and quite honestly, what made Spitelout so proud to have Snotlout as his son. He was loyal to the village, to its people, but most of all, to his friends. When it came to Hiccup and the others, Snotlout wouldn't allow any harm to come to them if he could help it, especially Hiccup.

The specifics had long since been lost to Spitelout's mind, but he knew Hiccup was responsible for the peace between humans and dragons, and it was like Snotlout felt he needed to make it up to the little stick of a Viking(meant only in the most loving familial terms of endearment, of course). Over the last year, Snotlout had practically been Hiccup's third shadow alongside Toothless whenever Hiccup was engaged in diplomacy with other tribes, doubly so if they weren't particularly friendly towards him. Snotlout had mastered the art of looking like a big, tough bodyguard who would twist a person's body into amusing shapes if they acted against Hiccup and probably would if the situation called for it. That, combined with his perfection of the "Don't you dare" glare made him almost as effective as the snarling, hissing Night Fury at Hiccup's side at deterring any hostility toward his cousin. The thought of Snotlout being Hiccup's second-in-command, just like Spitelout himself was to his brother Stoick, was something both of them had been discussing for at least the last year or so, probably longer if he still had his older memories.

Spitelout shook his head and turned back towards the others. Loyalty or not, Snotlout was charging into a situation where he didn't have all the details about what was happening, or who or what he would be facing. He would need backup, and sooner rather than later.

"Ack," he called out as the familiar blond-haired warrior ran by, succeeding in getting the attention of one of his many drinking buddies. "Snotlout just ran down to the cove to help out Astrid and the others. Gather some-"

"On it," Ack replied and ran off, gathering Splitbelly, Hoark and a few others, along with a Gronckle before running off towards the cove while Spitelout went back to aiding the others. Stoick would need his help, and that was something Spitelout, much like Snotlout, was very good at giving.

* * *

><p>If there was one word that could describe Kindle, and for that matter, his dear counterpart Flint, it would be this: calculating. By their very nature, they were an analytical pair of dragons. While their esteemed friends Fishlegs and Horrorcow were indeed quite intelligent, Hiccup even moreso in certain areas, Kindle and Flint's expertise was more in... situational awareness. They were not the strongest dragons; that title belonged to the stalwart Fireworm, who he was relatively certain Flint was attracted to(Flint certainly didn't bob his head like that for any <em>other<em> dragoness. Whether the feeling was mutual on Fireworm's part was something neither of them could figure). They also weren't the fastest or most agile; Toothless and their dear friend Thorn rightfully claimed superiority in both.

And yet despite that, back when there was Dragon Training the recruits only underestimated them once, after which the dragons could hear them praying to their god Odin that they would never have to fight the Zippleback ever again, Misdirection, fear of the unknown and mind games were Kindle and Flint's area of expertise, put on spectacular display when their humans had "encountered" them during their own stint in Dragon Training, having eliminated all but Fishlegs before the dragons ever had to show themselves(They did both feel somewhat bad for roughing up Tuffnut in their new memories, considering that he was now Flint's bondmate, though not to the point where they deemed it necessary to apologize; he had healed up just fine after all, and they hadn't used their venom).

That was likely the reason why the Dragons had seen fit to give them Ruffnut and Tuffnut as bondmates; they were four of a kind, tricksters and mischief-makers through and through, the twins often making use of their dragons' abilities to pull off some of their more elaborate pranks, including one involving buckets containing a truly tantalizing mixture of fish oil and dragon nip perched on people's doors. Their humans were kind enough to save them both a bucket each of the heavenly concoction to revel in after it was all said and done. Mind you, they both saw fit to empty the contents of said buckets on their humans, though they were quick to aid the twins in protecting themselves from the flock of Terrible Terrors that suddenly and understandably found the two Vikings to be incredibly fascinating. Afterwards they gathered their humans close, the twins reclining against their chest while Kindle and Flint settled down contentedly with their heads in their humans' laps. Ruffnut and Tuffnut were obviously still a little annoyed about being pranked by their dragons, but didn't begrudge them some affectionate scratches between their horns and down the backs of their necks.

"Why is it that we can't stay mad at you guys," Tuffnut said, finally breaking the silence as he absentmindedly set to getting rid of a few loose scales on Flint's neck.

*_Because you are our humans and you both know we love pretty much everything about you two,_* Flint answered for both himself and Kindle without missing a beat, Kindle nodding in agreement.

*_And on an unrelated note,_* Kindle added, bringing his head up to where Ruffnut was resting against their chest, looking her dead in the eye, *_the two of you smell absolutely _delicious_ right now._*

As if to emphasize his point, Kindle's tongue darted out to lap up a particularly tempting drop of that amazing concoction falling down between his human's eyes, his own eyes taking on a mischievous glint to them that his counterpart mimicked while looking directly at Tuffnut. Looks of dread crossed both of their humans' faces as they realized the trap their dragons had expertly led them into. The two of them had barely gotten the word "run" past their lips before Kindle and Flint struck, coiling tightly enough around their humans to keep them from moving a muscle, but taking great care not to hurt them. What followed was a decidedly one-sided battle as both dragons assaulted their humans' exposed faces with their tongues, aiming to get every single drop of that wonderful cocktail their humans had made up.

Ruffnut and Tuffnut were exhausted by the time a truce was called, a combination of setting up their prank for the whole night and getting pranked themselves. Neither Kindle nor Flint had any reservations about keeping them close that night, not that they ever would have reservations about such things, letting their humans fall asleep against their chest before wrapping their necks around them to keep them warm that night. The following morning was marked by them temporarily parting ways with each other, the twins saying they had to go and plan. When Kindle and Flint pressed for what they were planning, their humans only said one word with friendly smiles on their faces: "Revenge." The dragons couldn't wait to see what they came up with.

Ultimately, that's what it came down to; Kindle and Flint were often mischievous (albeit tastefully, mostly) around friends and people they liked, and manipulative (unashamedly and without remorse) towards enemies and other beings of their ire/annoyance, and when it came to their humans, the Zippleback was both(though the ways they manipulated their humans were entirely good-natured). Despite that, the two dragons had made it abundantly clear that they loved Ruff and Tuff dearly, and that is what led Kindle to their current dilemma.

Without proper use of their minds, the twins' bodies were acting solely on instinct after they redirected the rage assaulting Kindle and Flint's minds into their own. It was likely that instinct alone that saved them, telling them that letting go of their saddle grips would likely be fatal until their dragons landed, and it was only after the Zippleback did so that they fell off of their mounts, landing in a heap before thrashing about on the ground and screaming in a way that would haunt both Kindle and Flint for what would likely be the rest of their lives. To see the three humans finally settle down was a relief for not only the two dragons, but for Thorn as well, even if they couldn't link with their humans' minds just yet, having fallen into something that seemed deeper than sleep. Quietly, perhaps unnecessarily so since neither human would likely be able to react, Kindle and Flint made their way over to where their humans lay and settled down next to them, coiling their serpentine necks around their fragile forms with infinite care. The twins unconsciously tensed at the sudden sensation, but settled down when they realized that whatever creature had wrapped around them wouldn't hurt them. Over to the right, Thorn had done similar, curling around Astrid as best he could before lowering a wing over her and hiding her from view. Satisfied that their two humans were now safe, Kindle and Flint began considering the source of their latest problem, a certain Night Fury named Toothless.

Kindle was conflicted. On the one hand, Toothless had nearly killed Ruffnut, Flint quick to remind him that Tuffnut had almost met a similar end. Both possibilities gave them no small amount of distress; Kindle had to admit that he was becoming almost as fond of Tuffnut as Flint was, with Flint feeling the same way about Ruffnut. That in and of itself should have been enough for the both of them to take a more hostile stance regarding the Night Fury. To lose either one of their precious humans would be a loss from which he knew neither one of them would be able to recover, regardless of whether it was his dear Ruffnut or her equally impetuous brother. On the other hand, though... that Toothless was a dear friend to the both of them was probably the only reason that he and his counterpart even opted to give him a chance to stop, and thankfully he had taken it. Had it been, say, a loyalist or a feral dragon... Flint smiled along with him as they thought of how they were going to kill the next Nightmare who threatened them, their friends or their humans. Why the Nightmare they imagined just so happened to have a decidedly grayish coloration to his scales, they "regrettably" could not divine.

Then there was the matter of just how the Night Fury had acted once the situation with the loyalist, who they now knew as Rockjaw, was defused. Although he was helping the elder, the loyalist turncoat, Horrorcow and Fishlegs at the moment with the necessary preparations for the ritual, his first concern had been the humans he had nearly killed. After Kindle, Flint and Thorn made it clear that they didn't trust him around their humans, he took the hint and went over to help the others. Everything about Toothless' stance as he worked, though, from the slightly drooping wings to his acutely lowered ears to his utter focus on whatever task he was doing, conveyed guilt and shame at what he had nearly done and was looking for something to take his mind off of the fact that he almost killed friends. Even if that wasn't a dead giveaway, the momentary glances he sometimes gave in their direction practically screamed "I'm sorry."

He had nearly killed the most important individuals in Kindle and Flint's lives. It was obvious, though, that he was shocked by what he had done. And he was sorry, after all, and not the flippant, skin-deep kind they were both so used to hearing; it was true shame and remorse. Did they trust him? They both agreed that at the moment, if they considered everything, they really didn't trust him near their humans unless they were around and able to protect them. He had almost killed them in a moment of weakness, after all. Still, they knew Toothless would try not to give in again to whatever had overtaken him; his friends meant the world to him, and after what had almost transpired, he'd likely keep as firm a grip on his self-control as he was able.

_Perhaps,_ he thought as he looked over to Flint, _he can earn that trust back._ He and his esteemed counterpart shared a look before they both nodded, thoughts passing between them which no one could hear. Ahh, to be a Zippleback and to possess all the mental perks it brings!

_Well of course he'll need to work at it. It shouldn't be easy._

_ Of course not, dear Kindle! Trust needs to be earned._

This led Kindle and Flint to consider another issue. The problem was Thorn's current demeanor towards Toothless. At the moment, much like Kindle and Flint, he was regarding Toothless with a wary look, but nothing more. That therein was the problem. The Nadder was known for letting his emotions rule him, a highly illogical way of living as far as Kindle and Flint were concerned, and oftentimes he displayed his emotions without reservation. The problem was that sometimes the exact opposite was true and he could be incredibly difficult to read, betraying nothing with his posture or more subtle signs and masking his emotions so well that it was difficult for even the two of them, exceptionally receptive to emotions and thoughts as they were, to figure out what he was feeling. Though there were exceptions, that usually meant Thorn was experiencing one particular emotion quite strongly. What it all boiled down to was that neither Kindle nor Flint could tell just what he was thinking about Toothless, and that meant that bringing the Nadder and Night Fury along could potentially result in a violent confrontation, a most undesirable outcome from both a tactical and emotional standpoint.

They couldn't afford to not take the both of them along, though, not with their group now being down three people(hopefully not permanently). Toothless' firepower would be a great help, even if he was stuck on the ground, and Thorn was their best all-around non-human fighter. Leaving one behind carried the dead certainty of being caught short-handed at a critical moment, and that could easily spell the end for all of them and for the boy they were trying to save. But then again, the same thing could be said if they brought both Toothless and Thorn along and one refused to work with the other. Did nearly killing Astrid make the Nadder mark Toothless as an enemy or a potential threat to his human? Both heads prayed it was the latter; if it was the former... Thorn was known for being extremely protective of Astrid, potentially rivaling Toothless, and hurting her in _any_ way was a surefire way to make the Nadder consider the offender an enemy. But then again, Toothless and Thorn were close friends. Surely that would be a factor in Thorn's disposition toward Toothless... wouldn't it?

Kindle and Flint sighed. There was too little time to do this the proper way, dissecting motives and rationale to reach a single desirable outcome in a verbal exchange with the Nadder. There was one option open to them, however, though it was one that both Kindle and Flint would normally balk at. But what choice did they have? If they failed on this mission, there would be no second chances; they and their humans would have never bonded and the casualties from an unnecessary war for survival for both sides would continue to mount. There was an incredibly good chance that their humans would die in battle, and even if they didn't, their limited lifespans would claim them. The worst part about it all was that neither Kindle, Flint, or any other dragon in Berk for that matter, would care a whit about the humans they now considered friends, allies and bondmates. For such a desperate time, they would use an equally desperate measure.

*_Is this going to be an issue, Thorn,_* asked Kindle as both heads turned to face the Nadder.

For the sake of their humans, they would be straightforward and direct.

The only confirmation they got that Thorn even heard them was one of his eyes turning to look at them. Though they couldn't see it, there was little doubt that his other eye was still trained on Toothless.

_And people think _we're_ strange,_ Flint thought between the two of them.

_Focus, Flint,_ admonished Kindle as he forged ahead. *_Toothless, I mean,_* he continued, trying to gauge the Nadder's reaction to the mention of the Night Fury. There was none to be had. *_Is letting him come along going to be an issue for you?_*

*_Does it matter,_* asked Thorn in response, never taking his other eye off of Toothless. *_If Astrid was the one fading away, I'd object pretty harshly to not being allowed to go save her, and I don't need him throwing another tantrum again because of it,_* he continued, doing the mental equivalent of almost spitting out the word "tantrum."

*_That right there is the crux of the issue, Thorn,_* said Flint.

*_Even if it wasn't intentional, Toothless nearly killed Astrid, and you do have something a reputation regarding beings who endanger her,_* continued Kindle.

The eye they could see gave them a disbelieving look.

*_We simply want to make sure that when the situation requires it,_* clarified Flint,*_you will be able to work with Toothless and not let what nearly happened interfere with group unity._*

*_Guys, Toothless is a friend. His human's fading away, and he saw Hiccup get carried off by Ashclaw. We know it isn't his fault, but I think that on some level, Toothless blames himself for not being there to protect Hiccup. At least, that's what I would do if it was Astrid instead of Hiccup who was carried off by that monster in dragonskin. What I'm saying is I'd be a little volatile as well if I were in his position, and I'm willing to cut him a little slack because of it._* The one eye focusing on them gave them a piercing look, narrowing dangerously as it did so. *_That said, I'm not taking my eyes off of him. He did nearly kill Astrid. He may not have intended for it to happen, but it almost happened anyway._* The air suddenly felt like it dropped a few degrees in temperature as Thorn continued talking. *_I'm keeping a close eye on him while we're on this quest._* There was no mistaking the menace in Thorn's voice in what he said next. *_Next time he puts her life in danger in _any_ way, I won't be so forgiving._*

*_Wait, wait, wait,_* cut in Kindle. *_You're actually taking Astrid with you,_* he asked, his voice tinged with disbelief.

*_Well why not,_* responded Thorn in a tone that suggested it was an obvious choice. *_She's in no shape to defend herself. I'm not letting her out of my sight!_*

*_Thorn,_* Flint said in a measured tone, *_you have no idea how much we agree with you on that point._*

*_Our humans are just as helpless right now as yours is, and that is the reason why no matter how much we want to, we can't take them with us,_* continued Kindle.

At Thorn's skeptical expression, Flint went on. *_If our three humans stay here, they'll have an entire village worth of dragons and Vikings standing between them and whatever may come their way._*

*_And let us be quick to remind you,_* Kindle interjected, *_that whatever may come their way if they stay here won't include _loyalists_._*

Kindle and Flint knew better than to expect dawning comprehension to play over Thorn's face, and so the lack of it didn't disappoint them. What they did expect was acknowledgment. They weren't disappointed. While not the most intelligent dragon of the group, Thorn was still quite astute, and he knew the risks involved in taking Astrid along. While Hiccup may have been on the top of the loyalists' "humans to kill" list, Astrid and the others had the five positions under him. To find Astrid, Ruffnut and Tuffnut unable to defend themselves would be a situation no self-respecting loyalist wouldn't take advantage of and attempt to rid the world of the humans.

*_Let the Death-worshippers try,_* Thorn answered defiantly. *_They try and lay a claw on Astrid and I'll-_*

*_You'll what,_* Kindle cut in.

*_Tear into them while another loyalist sneaks up undetected and kills Astrid while you aren't looking,_* finished Flint.

*_They won't get the chance,_* Thorn replied hastily, thrown off guard by the interruption; that wasn't something Kindle and Flint were known for doing.

*_Please, Thorn, don't be so naive,_* said Kindle.

*_It's quite unbecoming of you._*

*_That they seek to undo the passing of the Red Death speaks volumes about how little common sense they possess, but they aren't stupid,_* said Kindle.

*_They see our humans unprotected,_* continued Flint, *_and they'll use every devious trick in their arsenal to get rid of them._*

*_They won't get close enough to her to do so,_* Thorn shot back, anger creeping into his voice. *_The loyalists haven't succeeded yet!_*

*_So far as we know,_* countered Kindle.

*_We have, what, half a year at most worth of old memories left,_* asked Flint rhetorically.

*_How many close calls do you think we've forgotten about, how many times our humans or ourselves were a hair's breadth away from the afterlife because of the loyalists' deception and wicked plans?_*

*_Well they obviously haven't worked as well as the loyalists hoped, did they,_* snapped Thorn. *_Just because you don't think you can adequately protect your humans, that doesn't mean I can't protect mine!_*

*We know we can't,* roared Kindle and Flint, purposely ignoring the surprised looks the others were giving them and Thorn.

*_Obviously,_* said Thorn coolly, turning to return the absolutely venomous gaze the two heads were giving him. *_It's a good thing you have _two_ humans, then, isn't it?_*

The instant those words were transmitted, everything about Thorn's posture changed. The widened eyes, the lowered crest of spikes, Thorn suddenly breaking eye contact, all those things and more said everything. He knew he had crossed a line that no bondmate would dare cross.

*_Kindleflint, I..._* Thorn trailed off. Apologizing wouldn't change a thing. The Zippleback knew he was sorry, but he still said it while he let his emotions take charge. To attempt to excuse his behavior by saying he didn't know what he was thinking wouldn't work either, and would in fact bring even greater shame than he had already brought on both himself and Astrid. For once, he was glad his human was unconscious; the thought of her being as angry and disappointed as he knew she would be darkened his spirit. There was no good reason for trivializing the life of someone else's bondmate, after all.

*_You were caught up in the heat of the moment,_* both Kindle and Flint said simultaneously, *_so we'll forgive you this time._* Both heads' eyes narrowed dangerously as gas began seeping from Kindle's mouth, the air becoming several degrees colder. *_But if you dare say anything like that again..._* they both trailed off; nothing more needed to be said. Thorn wasn't sure just how long the period of dead silence lasted, but every second that it did counted as far too long in his opinion.

*_Thorn,_* Kindle finally said, breaking the silence as his gaze softened, *_we had to disavow the notion that we would be able to effectively protect Ruffnut and Tuffnut while being able to complete this mission, the same one that you cling to._*

*_As hard as we may try,_* continued Flint, his tone losing the dangerous edge it held before, *_there are far too many things that could happen to our humans while they are in this state if the loyalists find us for us to justify taking them with us._*

*_If you want to bring Astrid along, we won't stop you._*

*_Just, please make sure that doing so is what's truly in her best interest._*

Thorn's head hung low as Kindle and Flint spoke. Now that he was down off of his high, maybe he would listen. While she wasn't their human, Kindle and Flint both valued Astrid as a loyal friend. To lose her because of her dragon's well-meant but misguided attempt to protect her was a loss that they both agreed would cut them deeply.

*_...Alright._*

*_I know it may not seem like it, Thorn,_* Kindle said softly, *_but you did the right thing._*

*_... I know,_* was his quiet reply. Saying nothing else, he stared sadly at the wing concealing Astrid from view before lifting the front of it slightly and dipping his head underneath it. Though neither Kindle nor Flint could hear what he was saying, they knew what he was doing; even though Astrid couldn't hear it, he was saying goodbye, and if they failed, it would be for the last time.

_I believe he has the right idea, Flint,_ Kindle thought to his other as he loosened his grip around Ruffnut so he could look her square in the face.

_I agree, my dear other. Best make it quick, though,_ replied Flint, mimicking Kindle so he could look at Tuffnut while addressing him.

What was said that day between Kindle and Flint to their humans, just like between Thorn and Astrid, would never be known to anyone else, as silence reigned on their side of the cove. The only thing the Zippleback would later recall was that their potentially final farewells to their humans marked the first ever instance of something amazing happening for the two heads. Both Kindle and Flint worked separately from each other in that fleeting moment, in both thought and deed, as they spoke to their sleeping humans; neither head connected the other's thoughts as they laid their feelings bare for Ruffnut and Tuffnut. For that brief moment, they were both truly their own dragons.

* * *

><p>By his very nature, Fishlegs never sought conflict. Often content to be a supporter in the shadows during arguments, his vast intellect was all too often countered by his lack of confidence in his own ability, and whatever reasonable points he had to make were lost in unintelligible mumbling and stuttering. In thought-speech, though, the difference was like night and day. From out of the storm of calculations, equations and observations came lucid, well-thought-out points with a confidence in his mental voice that most great speakers lacked with their regular voices. That, combined with the fact that dragons still filled Fishlegs with a sense of wonder that overrode any nervousness he may have felt, was the likely reason why if Hiccup was otherwise occupied, he was the one who was often voted to speak with dragons.<p>

And now here Thorn and Kindleflint were, having seemingly finally agreed with each other after what had to have been a particularly heated argument. Fishlegs knew that somehow, what he was going to say was likely to undo whatever accord they had come to. And so it was that for the first time in a long time, Fishlegs felt like he was going to stutter in his _mental voice_, a scientifically impossible feat.

**_Uh... guys,_** Fishlegs said nervously, **_it's time to come over. Rockjaw and the elder are about to start the ritual._**

He knew he had interrupted something important, something special. But he had to, right? They were cutting it close as it was. The first to react was Thorn, slowly bringing his head out from under his wing with a forlorn look on his face before standing up. Kindleflint slowly followed suit, both heads closing their eyes and taking a deep breath before uncoiling from around Ruff and Tuff as both dragons began making their way around the lake to the ritual site. The way they disengaged from their humans gave Fishlegs a pretty good idea what had just transpired, and the nature of the argument the Nadder and Zippleback just had with each other. He had seen such a look in his new memories, the look his mom bore the night after Hiccup was kidnapped. When the dragons came in earnest, she readied herself for battle with a focus he rarely saw her show. The look she gave him as she made for the front door, though, as if it pained her to leave him in the house while she was out fighting dragons, unable to protect him, was exactly what he saw on Thorn and Kindleflint's faces. What confirmed it, though, were the looks of steadfast determination on their faces. It was an unspoken promise, the same one his mom made to him.

"I'll be back."

Yep, he was definitely going stutter mentally at least once during the following exchange...

**_Actually, guys,_** he said after a moment's hesitation, **_we were hoping you would bring them along._**

"You're actually saying this" was what the looks both dragons were giving him told him.

*_Fishlegs,_* Kindle began in a very deliberate tone, waiting a few seconds before continuing, *_we just spent the last couple minutes in heated debate with Thorn convincing him not to take Astrid along._*

*_Things were said that can never be taken back in the process of doing so,_* continued Flint gravely, earning a shamed look from Thorn.

*_And you want us to take the decision we just agreed upon after all that and just... forget about it, because..._* finished Kindle, the tone he took with the last few words a mix of expectation and skepticism.

**_It wasn't just me who came up with the idea,_** Fishlegs said quickly, not wanting to be the sole focus of Kindleflint's scrutiny. **_We were worried about the others, especially Toothless._** At the lack of any angry looks in response to the mention of the Night Fury, he continued. **_The elder said they had entered a state of "emotional overload," and their minds went into a kind of "Safe Mode." Their minds are simply using all their processing power to "fix" themselves, to the exclusion of all other non-essential cognitive activity._** Kindleflint looked like he got the general idea of what Fishlegs was saying, but Thorn, though a very intelligent dragon, lacked the vocabulary Horrorcow and himself possessed. **_She said they would wake back up when their minds finally found some way to deal with all the excess anger that invaded their consciousness,_** he clarified.

*_How long will that take,_* was Thorn's reply, a hint of reserved hope in his voice. It was an obvious question, and it also happened to be one that Fishlegs didn't really want to answer; neither dragon would particularly like it.

**_She wasn't sure,_** he responded, trying to sound as confident as he could. **_She said anywhere from a few hours to, well..._**

_Brace yourself, Fishlegs._

_You're not helping!_

_I know._

**_... a day._**

The tension in the air before that statement was so thick if could have been cut with a knife. Now, though, Fishlegs wasn't even sure an axe could do the job.

*_A day._* Thorn looked and sounded like Fishlegs had just told him the Red Death was in fact a friendly, personable abomination who only had the dragons' best interests at heart and collected little wooden carvings of ponies for a hobby. Whatever anticipation he had once held for Fishlegs' answer evaporated in an instant as Thorn looked at him with an expression of disbelief with just a hint of anger. *_We are going back in time to rescue Hiccup from a band of rogue dragons. Said dragons happen to be _loyalists,_ dragons which, I will remind you, hate everyone going on this journey with the intensity of Vakkruz's flames. It could be up to a _day_ before Astrid and the twins will be able to defend themselves if the loyalists find us, and knowing our luck, they _will_ find us._*

**_Well... pretty much,_** was the only reply Fishlegs could come up with. Thorn had it pretty much pegged.

*_And you expect us to say "yes" to this..._* Thorn trailed off, the skeptical look on his face not even budging an inch.

**_Well, um... you see, uh..._**

_There goes science._

_ Great job, Fishlegs, you killed science. Again._

* * *

><p>Toothless looked on as Fishlegs was trying, and failing, to convince Thorn and Kindleflint to bring their humans along. He sighed as he berated himself; while he acknowledged that the two dragons wouldn't be quite as willing to listen to him considering what he had almost done, he shouldn't have asked this of the stocky human. Horrorcow was easily the better speaker of the two, what with that confidence she always radiated whenever she talked with anyone about anything. Be that as it may, it was a known fact among their group that besides Hiccup, Fishlegs was the smartest individual among them, human or dragon. That mere fact alone, both he and Horrorcow had hoped, would make Thorn and Kindleflint more willing to consider what he said. At least, that's what <em>should<em> have happened.

Now, though, an unexpected hitch was mucking everything up(_Surprise, surprise,_ his brain deadpanned). Kindleflint wasn't the issue; out of the two of them, Toothless knew the Zippleback would be quicker to think things through and look at them from a more logical viewpoint. Once he heard the plan, he would likely accept, perhaps even offer improvements! Quite honestly, he hadn't expected Thorn to be an obstacle either; he would want to bring Astrid along just so he could keep an eye on her, even though Rockjaw, the Gronckle who managed to best _Brushfire_ of all dragons in combat, would still be here in the cove after they left. Now he was cursing the logical mind the Zippleback had, no doubt having used it to convince Thorn that such a move was unwise, and when it came to Astrid, what Thorn thought was best for her safety was not up for debate.

_And now we have the most spineless human in the whole-_

_ No. You don't get to talk._

He would not accept such thoughts about Fishlegs from anyone, especially Cinder. No one talked about his friends like that. This couldn't have been easy for the boy, but he was doing well. From what Toothless' limited memories told him, speaking under stress was never easy for Fishlegs, and that he got this far spoke highly of how far he had come. Still, they were running short of time. It was time, therefore, for more direct intervention.

*_I'll be right back,_* he said to the elder and Rockjaw as he stepped out of the central runic circle, careful not to upset any of the symbols they had painstakingly etched in the dirt. *_Keep going. If nothing else, me and Fishlegs will be back before it's too late._*

Toothless briefly considered sneaking up behind the two dragons who were staring down Fishlegs. It would at least be satisfying to catch them off guard as the stealthy dragon that he was, but decided against it. That meant putting himself in close proximity to their humans, and considering how Thorn was, that could be taken the wrong way. Sure enough, when he decided to instead come up behind Fishlegs instead and the Nadder saw him coming, he backed away somewhat towards Astrid with a distrustful look in his eyes.

*_We have a plan,_* he said as he came to a stop beside Fishlegs, giving Thorn and Kindleflint a sharp look. *_It's best we walk and talk; time is short enough as it is. And bring your humans,_* he added. *_If you don't like the plan, you can leave them here with the elder and Rockjaw._*

Thorn and Kindleflint gave him a skeptical look for a moment, but finally turned around to retrieve Astrid and the twins. A short while later they were walking to the other side of the pond, Astrid resting on Thorn's back and held in place by his tail while the twins were being carried by the backs of their tunics and vests.

*_So what is this plan,_* Thorn asked carefully as they walked.

*_Keep going, Fishlegs,_* Toothless said to the boy with an encouraging nod. *_We've talked it over plenty of times._*

**_Uh, right. Well, it's like this,_** Fishlegs started to explain. **_There's a chance they'll wake up pretty soon, so we're hoping the ritual deposits us at a point in time before Hiccup's kidnapping. That way we have some time before the loyalists will even arrive at the island, and hopefully they'll wake up before then so they'll be ready to help us._**

*_What about Hissflame,_* Kindle interjected, a hint of worry in his voice.

*_If that insufferable little Terror finds us, he'll let Ashclaw know and then we'll be in real trouble._*

**_Already thought of that,_** Fishlegs responded with a hint more confidence in his voice; answering Kindleflint was much easier than Thorn. At least Kindleflint was expecting a good answer, and Toothless couldn't help but smile. Once the boy got on a roll, there was no stopping him. **_We know that he only searches the village first, so he won't notice us if we stick to the forest. The other thing in our favor is that he doesn't expand his search out too far; they're looking for Hiccup, after all,_** he explained, trying to keep his voice level as he said it. **_As long as we hide out in a deeper part of the forest than where they look, it's highly likely that they won't even get suspicious. We do have a few hours once it gets dark, after all._** His voice took a hopeful tone regarding what he said next. **_If Astrid, Ruff and Tuff wake up before then, then we can hopefully thwart the loyalists' attempts. They aren't expecting us, after all, and as long as they don't know that the ones foiling them are us, they won't all come down on us at once._**

*_That's not a bad plan, Fishlegs,_* Thorn admitted. The look in his eyes, though, said he still wasn't quite convinced. *_But what happens if they don't wake up before Hiccup is kidnapped, or we arrive in the middle of it?_*

Fishlegs didn't answer immediately. The same question Thorn just asked had been brought up while the group working on Rockjaw's runic circle formulated this plan. While Fishlegs and Horrorcow had provided the excellent strategy that Fishlegs had just outlined to Thorn and Kindleflint, it had been Toothless who suggested the course of action they would take if they arrived too late for Astrid and the twins to wake up.

**_Uh, Toothless,_** Fishlegs asked nervously as they approached the circle where Rockjaw looked to be meditating and the elder was chanting in some forgotten tongue, **_should I explain this part, or do you want to? Watch your step, by the way,_** he said to the other two dragons as they stepped over the lines and into the circle.

Toothless hesitated for a moment. That the boy even thought to ask was a mercy. The plan would greatly improve their chances of success, regardless of how far they drifted off their specified time. That didn't mean he had to like the part of the plan he proposed, which was ultimately accepted as their best bet. Still, it had to be done.

*_I'll do it, Fishlegs,_* he said in a quiet tone. *_And thank you for asking._* He tried to keep the guilt off his face for what he was about to say as he picked up where Fishlegs left off. *_If that happens, then we do nothing,_* he said quickly.

If it was at all possible for Kindleflint or Thorn's face to convey more disbelief than what they were showing when Toothless finished that statement, the Night Fury swore it could only be accomplished by breaking the rules of reality. He couldn't blame them; the mere thought of letting Ashclaw fly off with Hiccup in his grasp, still a child at that point in time, made him sick to his stomach. But he knew what would happen if the loyalists somehow discovered them if Toothless and the others tried to step in and stop Ashclaw while undermanned. They would be swarmed by loyalists, and they would be slaughtered regardless of whether they fought or fled. Then they would never be able to rescue Hiccup.

*_They don't kill Hiccup right away,_* Toothless continued, pushing the thought of Hiccup dying back into the deepest, darkest part of his mind. *_We still have time to save him, and I know where they'll take him. All we need to do is get there._*

*_Hang on, hang on,_* interrupted Thorn. *_How do you know we still have a chance even if Ashclaw gets away?_*

*_Just... just trust me on this, alright,_* Toothless responded. *_I just do._* The tone in his voice said that he would not elaborate further, and to ask for details would be _incredibly_ unwise.

Kindleflint and Thorn still looked uncertain. The Zippleback looked like something had clicked in his mind, but Thorn was obviously still unsure.

*_Look,_* Toothless continued, *_either way, it gives your humans a chance to wake up before having to encounter the loyalists, and we still have a chance to save Hiccup._* His tone turned dead serious. *_You know I hate suggesting this course of action. The thought of Ashclaw anywhere near Hiccup without me being there to protect him makes my stomach turn, but if such a thing needs to be allowed so that we can ultimately save him, then I'll do it. Just not happily,_* he added as an afterthought.

The roar of a fire drew their attention over to where Rockjaw was now hovering just a foot off the ground, white flame pouring out of his mouth like a waterfall as it raced along the runes and pathways connecting the circles. Almost immediately after, a soft gasp from behind them caused them to turn their heads to see the elder having cut the palm of her hand, her blood falling into her circle. Almost immediately it began to glow bright red and began flowing in a manner similar to Rockjaw's divine fire.

*_We cannot decide for you, friends,_* Horrorcow said off to the side, *_but if you don't do so within the next minute or so, the gods will decide for you! But as you ruminate over your choice, remember this: Toothless' bond with Hiccup won't be the only one to never exist if we fail._*

_Not quite, Horrorcow,_ Toothless thought ruefully.

Unknown inaccuracy aside, that one point made by Horrorcow seemed to have done the trick. Having the bonds they shared with their humans now, no dragon in Berk would dare dream of never having forged them. Slowly and carefully, Kindleflint and Thorn slowly lowered their humans down to the ground inside the circle.

"Hey! Hey, guys!"

Every head not unconscious or busy channeling the power of higher beings whipped around at the sudden outburst over by the entrance to the cove. There, sweating and out-of-breath, was Snotlout.

_So, he did make it,_ Toothless thought to himself. _Even better!_

*_Move it Snotlout,_* he shouted out. *_You've got maybe ten seconds before we leave without you!_*

That did the trick. In an instant Snotlout was running for all he was worth toward the circle. As he neared, though, the light coming from the ritual intensified and Snotlout was lost from sight.

"Snotlout, hurry!"

They saw nothing in response to Fishlegs' panicked call. What they heard, though, was a primal shout coming from the sprinting Viking and then a surprised squawk from Thorn before a surge of power like nothing any of them had ever felt washed over them and a bright flash signaled the completion of the ritual.

* * *

><p>For the first time in a long while, Ashclaw could finally be called content. The attack on the village had been a success, and even though the brat had nearly escaped, the Nightmare now had him in his grasp as they flew. Every once in a while, he would make it a point to squeeze the boy clutched in his hindpaw hard, though not enough to injure him. That part came later, and the thought of what horrors he would inflict on the boy cause him to let out a contented sigh. Still, the sudden jerky motions and desperate gasps the human made as he struggled to breathe in Ashclaw's now vice-like grip were enough to keep his more primal, sadistic drives in check. Of course, he would relent before the boy actually died, only to repeat the process a while later.<p>

As enjoyable as that was, though, there were other things that were occupying the Nightmare's attention. Chief among those was the Hamfist elder. She had served her purpose well in his plans. Now, though, she was no longer of any use to him, and he had promised himself that he would visit fiery death upon her. While he bore an intense loathing for all humans, the little human in his hindpaw most of all, the elder was a very close runner up. She would pay for her disrespect to Ashclaw, their beloved queen's Highest Favored, and she would do so with her life. Besides that, though, there was something about her he just felt was... wrong. While whatever quality she possessed was no doubt a factor in what she was able to do for them, he felt the flesh under his scales begin crawling like a mass of writhing snakes during the final parts of her ritual. Even to someone as "dead to the divine" as he was, according to Rockjaw anyway, she felt like an unforgivable travesty to existence.

_**Erase this sin against nature from the world,**_ a voice in his head told him that didn't belong to him. Despite his policy of not listening to voices in his head that weren't his own, the speaker's words had an unnatural amount of weight to them, and Ashclaw eventually saw the wisdom in the suggestion. The first thing he would have to do, though, is find someplace to leave the human while they went off to perform the deed. It would have to be someplace secluded, a place where no humans would even think to look, not that they thought much anyway. Eventually his sights alighted on a small island. It looked promising, as he hadn't seen any ships within a mile of the patch of land in the middle of nowhere. Having made his decision, he angled down into a steep dive, the human in his paw screaming in terror as the remaining loyalists followed.

*_Shut up, brat,_* he said to the human, even though he knew the boy wouldn't understand him. The accompanying snarl, however, combined with the sudden and violent increase in pressure around the human's midsection, made his point and the annoying screeching turned into those wonderful gasps for air as he leveled out his descent. With a snort of disgust he released the boy, letting him fall the remaining few feet before skidding to a stop right in front of where Ashclaw was landing. How such a weak species had lasted so long was beyond him. The look of fear in the human's eyes was like an intoxicating drink to the Nightmare, and he took a moment to take it all in.

*_We're going to do it here, Highest Favored,_* asked Mistwing as she landed next to Ashclaw before approaching the human, the quills on her tail sticking straight out as she limbered up her muscles for what he knew she would consider to be fun times.

*_No, not yet, Mistwing,_* Ashclaw responded calmly, bringing a clawed forepaw in front of her to halt her advance. *_I simply require someplace to leave him for a bit. Someplace where he can't escape from._*

*_Another task, Ashclaw,_* the Nadder asked cautiously.

*_Take the others and begin circling. I will require only a moment._*

Mistwing looked about ready to say something in protest, but thought better of it at the last second. Staying silent she turned to face the other loyalists, and with a single command they were all flying off, leaving Ashclaw alone with the human.

*_Don't think we're going to spare you,_* he said venomously, snarling for emphasis as the brat cowered in front of him. *_We'll come back, and when we do..._*

* * *

><p>Hiccup knew that look; it had been burned into his memory the first time he saw it when the gray Nightmare took him away from Berk, from his family. He remembered the promise of a painful death that look gave him, and how not only would the one giving it wouldn't care in the slightest, but would actually enjoy it. Hiccup couldn't help but let out a shudder of fear as he closed his eyes as tightly as he could and clenched his teeth together, waiting for whatever it was the Nightmare was going to do to him. His hair blew back as the dragon simply huffed at him, and soon he heard the distinctive sound of the beast's wings slowly getting softer and softer before disappearing altogether. A few moments passed before Hiccup brought himself to open his eyes. There was no Nightmare in front of him. The only thing in front of him was the beach, and beyond it the ocean, the moon reflecting off its surface with no clouds to be seen.<p>

"He promised he would kill me," Hiccup said to himself. "I don't think he's going to break his promise."

Hiccup would have shivered in fear at the thought, were it not for the fact that he was already shivering. He was alone now, yes, and away from the Nightmare, but it was _cold_ out here. Part of him, the crazy part of himself that he never liked listening to, almost wished the Nightmare would come back. While it was true that he didn't want to see the Nightmare again, at least his paw was warm, even if he really hated it whenever the dragon squeezed him hard enough to make it impossible to breathe.

_Why did he have to ruin my furs,_ Hiccup thought angrily. _Great. At this rate, I won't need to worry about the dragon killing me. I'll probably freeze to death first!_

"Do you hate me, gods," Hiccup asked as he looked upwards, curling himself up into a ball to try and conserve heat. "I think you do. I think you really do."

No matter how hard he tried, though, even though he curled up tightly enough that his muscles started hurting, the shivering didn't stop. Even for a six-year-old, he knew he couldn't keep this up. If he didn't find someplace warmer, he wouldn't last the night. He was a Viking, after all, and this was no way for a Viking to die. With some reluctance, he forced himself up onto his feet and began walking inland. Perhaps he could find a really dense part of the forest like he sometimes found back home and use the trees to shield himself from the wind.

Unfortunately for him, no such densely-packed trees could be found, and for once Hiccup was grateful that it was so cold where he used to live before the Nightmare kidnapped him. At least he was used to it getting these kinds of temperatures, if not even colder still. Still, this wasn't good. Already his fingers felt like they would fall off his hands, or maybe he'd lose the whole hand if he didn't find something fast! Sometimes Hiccup really hated his imagination.

That was when Hiccup saw something beyond the trees he was currently walking through. Even though his eyes had long since adjusted to the nighttime darkness, it was hard to make out. Whatever it was, though, it wasn't more trees. Wasting no time, Hiccup picked up his pace, tripping a few times on roots and the like, until he finally emerged from the forest to find something that convinced his six-year-old mind that maybe the gods didn't really hate him after all. There, right in front of him, was the mouth of a cave. Granted, it was no great Viking house with a roaring fire like the one his family owned, but it looked deep, maybe deep enough that he could hide out in it until the sun came up! As he ventured into the cave, though, he found one big problem with his plan: he couldn't actually see the back of the cave. Who knew what would be waiting for him in there! The thought that maybe the Nightmare made it here before he did and was waiting for him filled him with fear.

_At least the Nightmare won't kill you with winter sickness,_ his body told him as his fingers throbbed with a particularly potent jolt of pain. Finally, the thought of what pain could be awaiting him lost out to the pain he was feeling right now in his fingers, and with a deep breath and several reminders that he was a brave Viking, he pushed onward. It turned out that the cave didn't go that far back, only another twenty feet or so beyond where he could no longer see, before making a sharp turn to the right and going another ten feet or so. He also hadn't run into anything big and mean, something his mind told him was always a good thing. The best part, though, was that the freezing winds couldn't get to him in here. Granted, he was still cold, but at least it wasn't any worse than that one time the fireplace went out and his dad had yet to come back from gathering firewood. The ground was soft as well. It was probably moss, judging from the texture as he ran his hand across the floor.

"I can l-live with th-this," he told himself as his teeth chattered together. Slowly, though, his body calmed down as he curled up as tightly as he could. Soon the shivering stopped and his teeth finally stopped chattering. Eventually, he finally drifted off to sleep. At least, that's what would have happened if a deep, menacing growl hadn't sounded from the mouth of the cave.

* * *

><p>Cinder sighed somewhat contentedly as he banked toward the island he called home. A belly full of cod always managed to take the edge off of whatever bad mood he felt, and tonight was no exception. That didn't mean his mood could quite be considered "good" either. Another night, another raid where his fellows risked their lives to appease that gluttonous queen they kept droning on about whenever he asked them a question of any kind. Those dragons had become everything he didn't want to be. The half-glazed look in their eyes, like they were there mentally but not entirely, reminded him of a mindless thrall. They were unwilling servants of the queen, her influence branded into their minds even when they weren't being directly controlled by her. In short, they were slaves.<p>

Cinder was no slave.

But then there were the others, the ones who carried out the raids with songs of praise to the queen on their thoughts. That dragons would actually willingly serve her, and happily at that, made him sick to his stomach. He had almost gotten rid of one tonight! He couldn't move against these loyalist dragons openly; even though he was a mighty Night Fury, he was only one dragon against over a hundred loyalists, along with whatever thralls they had under their direct command. That didn't mean that he didn't have ways of fighting back, though; simply not lending those dragons his protection was more than enough. The humans had almost killed the one loyalist Zippleback until help arrived and scattered them. So close... so close, and yet not close enough, all because the humans couldn't have arrived an instant sooner!

Cinder growled angrily as he landed in a small clearing on his own secluded island. Just like that, the satisfied feeling brought about by his full belly vanished as he began plodding off into the trees, making the same short walk to his cave that he did every night. This would all be forgotten by morning, and then the cycle would repeat itself.

_Hmm... maybe tomorrow's humans will be able to do their job properly,_ he though wryly as the mouth of his cave came into view. Truth be told, the Vikings in the village they were planning on raiding tomorrow were plenty tough, for humans anyway, and very well-organized. _What did they call their island? Berk, wasn't it?_ He had to admit he liked them solely for the reason that they had the highest body count of loyalist dragons to date. Granted, they also had the highest body count of dragons to date, something which tarnished the former title somewhat. _Still,_ he thought hopefully, _if they died to a human of all things, they probably weren't that strong to begin with. Besides, their suffering is ov-_

His musings were cut short as a familiar yet offensive odor reached his nose when he approached the mouth of the cave. The smell was coming from deeper in. The smell of sweat, wood and metal would have been a dead giveaway, but the final indicator of what had intruded on his home was the scent of blood. Human blood. There was a human in his cave. _His_ cave. The mere thought caused Cinder's own blood to boil as a deep, menacing growl rose out of his throat, so loud that the sound bounced off the back of the cave and come right back to him. Humans were useful, but that's about it. Now here one was, stinking up his home with their filthy human scents! Most of Cinder was furious at the thought, but a small part of him was happy a human had stumbled onto his island and came across his cave.

_Hello, outlet for my aggression!_

Cinder slowly pulled back on his growl so it was barely much quieter, but loud enough so that a slight echo would make ensure that whatever human had found its way into his cave would know that the owner had returned, and was not at all happy to find someone intruding on his home. Now that his growl was properly unnerving, he silently ventured into the cave, his superior eyes narrowing into dangerous slits and dispelling the complete darkness that no doubt confounded the human, but provided little obstacle for a mighty dragon such as himself. He had barely taken a few steps before he sensed the fear coming from deeper in, his nose picking up its unmistakable scent not a second after. Not only had he succeeded in waking the human, but it was frightened, no, terrified if he could feel its fear from the cave entrance. Tonight was shaping up to be a satisfactory night indeed!

He purposely slowed his pace even further to drag out the experience. As he approached, the fear he felt only increased in intensity, reaching a crescendo as he reached the bend at the back of the cave. That was when he heard it; it was faint, like the human was trying to hide them, but the strained gasps for breath he heard could only have been repressed sobs. The human was crying! It was trying hard not to, but was crying nonetheless. He had to admit, he had never heard a human cry before. Any that actually caught a glimpse of his majesty had met a swift end soon thereafter, and the look on their faces ranged from awe, a suitable expression when faced with a Night Fury, the pinnacle of dragonkind, to defiance and a willingness to fight to the end, an admirable yet foolish trait in any sentient race. He had never met with this before, and it sickened him.

_So let me get this straight,_ Cinder thought to himself as he paused at the corner. _Not only does a human have the gall to sully my home with its mere presence, but it's a coward too?_ Cinder snorted in disgust before resuming his menacing growl. Suddenly, dragging it out further didn't seem as fun; there was no sport to be had in instilling fear in a lesser being among a species of already lesser beings. _Best to end it now,_ he thought resolutely. _I'll do it quickly for the creature._

Preparing himself for the final moments of this encounter, Cinder let his growl increase in volume until it filled the entire cave with a cacophony of noise. This growl turned into a full on roar as he bounded around the corner, bent on tearing the offending human to shreds. What he saw, though, gave him pause. There, curled up tighter than anything he had ever seen and shaking like it had its own personal earthquake inside of it, was a human. There was something off about it, though. It was a human, to be sure, but it was much... smaller than what he was used to seeing. _Much_ smaller. Was it a birth defect? No, such a weak little thing wouldn't last a minute, even among its own kind. Maybe a disease? No, the same problem prevented that from being the right answer. As his mind began listing off possibilities, another sensation began making itself known in Cinder's mind, one he hadn't felt in a long time: curiosity.

What was it about this human that made it so different? Why was it so tiny compared to its normally hulking kin? Gradually, his growl died down until it stopped completely as he cautiously approached the diminutive human. A human was still a human, after all, and if it was a mutation then it could be dangerous in its own way. As if on cue, the human dared, slowly but steadily, to raise its head out from between its arms, causing Cinder's teeth to extend out from his gums, not that the human could have seen it. Despite all the sobs he heard being suppressed, Cinder didn't see much by the way of tears on the human's face. There were a few wet streaks here and there coming from its eyes, but not the ocular gushers Cinder was expecting. The human was terrified to be sure, and still was. The way it was looking directly at him meant it knew whatever had scared it so was right in front of it. What he saw in the human's eyes before they ducked back down beneath its arms, though, was willpower. It was scared, but it was trying as hard as it could not to show it.

The human wasn't going anywhere, so Cinder took the moment to study it; despite its obvious mutations, there could be something he could learn from this little speck of flesh. Its arms and legs weren't ill-proportioned, but lean and lacking in muscle, quite unlike its regular, normal kin. The brown hair was nothing out of the ordinary, but the hint of red mixed in would make it interesting to see in the light, without a doubt. The eyes, though, were quite different; while green was indeed an uncommon color among humans, Cinder couldn't help but imagine that the slight off-color hue of the irises would be quite a sight outside during the day. What was the most interesting to Cinder, though, was the shape of its head. He had seen round-headed Vikings, Vikings with slightly more elongated faces, but this was somewhere in between. The shape, though, seemed incomplete. That had to be the mutation! That had to be what separated it from its village!

_Or maybe,_ some small part of him suggested, _it's a transitional phase._

Cinder blinked a few times. A transitional phase? So, that wasn't the final shape of its head! That meant it-

Cinder stopped himself yet again as he realized what he had in front of him.

That meant it wasn't done developing yet.

The small form cowering in front of him was a human child.

Suddenly, the thought of it being terrified of him didn't seem so unreasonable. The young of any species tended to stay away from danger while the parents took the role of protecting them from predators. That was probably why it was still so weak, unlike the older members of the tribe, and that also explained its fear; it wasn't supposed to have to defend itself yet. This led to another question for Cinder to consider. What was he supposed to do with it now? Should he kill it anyway? He dismissed the idea almost as soon as it entered his mind. While it was true that a fight between him and a grown human would assuredly end with him the victor, that would not be the case here. Here, it would be a slaughter. Besides that, the little human probably didn't even know any better to leave the cave alone. How could it have known the danger when it obviously had no parents to teach it?

Cinder shook his head. Alright, so he couldn't kill the little human. That didn't change the fact that it stank the way its kind did, and it was fouling the air of his cave with every passing second. He would spare the child. That didn't mean it got to stay in his cave with him. Having made up his mind, it was time to explain the following facts to the human in a way even their feeble minds could understand. Raising up on its hind legs and taking a deep breath, Cinder slammed his forepaws back down onto the ground and let loose the loudest, most fearsome roar he could manage. The child had barely even finished somehow curling up even tighter before Cinder clamped his teeth down hard on the back of the human's tunic near the neck and began dragging it back toward the mouth of the cave.

*_Out, out, out, out, OUT! Get out of my cave, get out, get out, get out, get out!*_

He punctuated the statement by roughly throwing the human out on the forest floor surrounding his cave.

*_And if I ever catch you in my cave again, I think I might be able to make a little room in my stomach for a bite-sized human snack!_*

The human only took a moment to gather its bearings before scrambling back, gasping and panting as it retreated to what it thought was a safe distance before pushing itself behind a tree. The only sounds Cinder heard were the human's heavy breathing and choked sobs. Satisfied that it got the hint, Cinder turned back and headed deeper into the cave, ready to let sleep claim him for the night. He didn't get very far, though, before his nose picked up another scent. Perhaps he was simply so focused on the human that he hadn't noticed it, but now that the child was gone, it stood out. Cursing himself for his momentary lack of situational awareness, he sniffed the air, trying to pinpoint exactly what the scent was. What he found surprised him. There, mingling with the human's scent, was that of a dragon. Worse still, he knew that scent.

_But then that means..._

He had to make sure, if nothing else for the sake of his own secrecy. He didn't want to end up like the others, and he didn't doubt Ashclaw could muster enough loyalists to drag him back to wherever the queen resided. Not only that, though, but the aftermaths of a few of the raids left him with suspicions regarding the loyalist leader. Another question popped into his mind: what if the scent was coming from the human? This little one may be just the proof he was looking for. Just as he had made up his mind to go inspect the little human, however, another sound reached his ears: panicked, gasping breaths and the sound of rapid footsteps. Cinder sighed; of course the human couldn't make this easy. When did they ever? Not wasting another moment, Cinder broke into a brisk run, hoping to catch up with the human before it got much further into the forest.

He found the human without much trouble, coming upon him just as the child tripped over another root. Not one to let such an opportunity pass him by. He closed the distance between them with a short glide before landing just behind the human as he was getting up, pressing a forepaw down on his back and pinning the human into place. Almost immediately the fear Cinder felt from the human spiked, the boy struggling desperately to free himself. Considering the difference in strength between the two, he didn't make much headway in freeing himself from under Cinder's paw. Nevertheless, it was annoying, so Cinder lightly pressed his claws to the back of the boy's neck. The struggles ceased almost instantly, the human instead shaking in fright.

*_Skittish little thing aren't you,_* he said to no one in particular as he eased his claws away from the boy's neck; he had, after all, chosen to spare the human. Killing him by accident would just be embarrassing.

Now that he was safe in the knowledge the human wouldn't try anything stupid again, Cinder lowered his head down closer to the shivering form before inhaling deeply a few times, taking in every scent coming off the boy. The one he was looking for, but was hoping wouldn't be there, was like a smack to the face. There was no doubt who brought the boy here.

*_Ashclaw,_* he said to himself as an angry growl rose up from his throat. *_So I was right._*

He had his suspicions about Ashclaw. One didn't need to see what Ashclaw did to know that he was a dragon best avoided. Everything about him, from his demeanor to the way he talked to others, showed arrogance, a lack of empathy, and a level of cruelty that he took every opportunity to exercise, so long as it didn't inconvenience his beloved queen in any way. Sometimes, though, after a raid he would see the Nightmare flying away from the island, heading in a different direction from the rest of the loyalists and the queen's thralls. While Cinder had never tried getting close enough to be sure, there were times when he could have sworn he saw something in one of Ashclaw's paws, and his hearing could barely make out the sound of terrified screaming. Now, though, having found a human child who positively reeked of the Nightmare's scent with no other way onto his island, Cinder's hunch was proven right.

Ashclaw was kidnapping children and likely visiting unspeakable horrors upon them.

He took a moment to regard the shivering form beneath his paw. Cinder knew he was many things, not that he would ever admit to them. He was short-tempered, unnecessarily violent at times, and looked out for himself first and foremost, as any good dragon should do. What Cinder was not, however, was cruel, and leaving the child to fend for himself would have been just that. The human hadn't chosen to come here, and he probably wouldn't last the night with these temperatures. Even if the child did survive until morning, he would still be left to Ashclaw's nonexistent mercies whenever the Nightmare decided to return and indulge his more sadistic drives.

_Perhaps that's why the human isn't wearing the pelts of lesser creatures than itself,_ Cinder thought to himself. _If he survives the night, the cold will sap his strength, leaving him unable to resist while Ashclaw has his way with him._

Cinder made up his mind then and there. He had been unable to act against Ashclaw before, not even indirectly; the Nightmare was a good enough fighter that the only viable tactic the humans could hope to use was to drown the dragon in the corpses of their warriors. This, however, was a chance for him to deny the Nightmare something, and save a life in the process. Gently, he reached down and picked the child up, the back of his tunic in Cinder's teeth. Cinder made it a point to keep his steps nice and level as he returned to his cave with his head purposely held high to keep from dragging the human on the ground, not wanting to bang up the human anymore than he already had. Unbidden, his gaze lowered down toward the human, who was staring right at him, a look of wonder plastered across the boy's face. The human quickly lowered his gaze when he saw Cinder looking at him, probably afraid that being caught staring would incite the dragon's wrath if the faint smell of fear he caught from the boy as they walked was any indication. Cinder let out a small, draconic chuckle at the sight.

*_Yes, little human, I am magnificent,_* he said to the human as they approached his cave, even though he knew his words wouldn't be understood by his charge.

* * *

><p>He was going to die. He didn't know what he did that made the dragon mad again, but Hiccup knew he was going to die soon. He felt the dragon's claws against the back of his neck again as it growled, this time almost as angrily as it sounded when Hiccup first heard it. It was growling at him, he just knew it. He had already made it angry by finding its cave, though the reason why it didn't kill him back there, he could not fathom. His eyes, having opened curiously when he felt the dragon sniff him, closed again tightly as he forced down a sob.<p>

He was going to die, but he wouldn't cry.

Vikings didn't cry.

The growling suddenly stopped. The beast must be getting ready to kill him. Taking a deep breath, he gritted his teeth, waiting for the razor-sharp claws against his neck to spear through him or rip him to pieces, or for the dragon's no doubt powerful jaws to bite his head off. All he could hope for was that this one would at least kill him quickly. Instead, he felt himself being lifted off of the ground, the back of his tunic in between the dragon's teeth again. Oddly, with the way the dragon was carrying him, it was like the beast was trying to avoid dragging him to wherever he was going, only his dangling hands and legs even touching the ground. Slowly, Hiccup's fear gave way to confusion and ultimately to curiosity. Once again, that small part of his mind that had told him to look up when the gray Nightmare caught him was telling him to do the same thing again, and again, the logical part of his brain reminded him just how much he regretted it the last time. Once again, though, he found himself going against what logic said and stealing a glance up at the dragon that was carrying him.

What he saw took his breath away, and for once it was in what he thought was a good way.

This dragon didn't look like any of the others he had ever seen. Whereas other dragons looked downright monstrous, at least to his young eyes, this one looked almost... beautiful. For starters, there were its pitch black scales; no dragon that he had ever seen before had scales quite that color. Also, the other dragons he had seen looked so... thrown together, like they were made that way to see how fearsome they could look. This dragon, though, while certainly fearsome as well, accomplished the same feat in its own way. While the lack of light in the forest didn't let him pick out any fine details, the scattered beams of moonlight provided sufficient illumination whenever they passed through one to reveal a sleek, graceful creature. This wasn't a dragon made to be a monster; this was the build of a predator. That thought unnerved Hiccup, but he still couldn't help but be amazed by how carefully this dragon had been constructed. What caught HIccup's eye the most, however, were the dragon's own eyes. They were a vivid green, much like Hiccup's eyes, only the dragon's seemed to glow whenever moonlight played across them. What surprised him the most, though, was the intelligence in those eyes. While the glare that Nightmare gave him showed Hiccup beyond a shadow of a doubt that dragons could feel emotions, there was a different look in this new dragon's eyes. It seemed... unsure, like it knew what it was doing with him, but wasn't quite sure why.

Suddenly, the dragon's eyes drifted down to meet his, and Hiccup quickly turned his gaze away; he didn't want to make the dragon mad by staring. That was when the dragon made a sound Hiccup had never heard before from a dragon. Of course dragons couldn't do so, but he could have sworn it sounded like a... chuckle? Eventually, they arrived back at the cave. A thought passed through Hiccup's mind: was it going to eat him now? The logical part of his brain pointed out that if the dragon wanted to eat him, it could have done so after it had caught him and wouldn't need to worry about the leftovers beginning to stink up where it slept. He couldn't help but shudder at the macabre image that entered his mind about just what "leftovers" entailed.

Once again, his world was plunged into darkness as the dragon carried him to what Hiccup knew was the back of the cave. Temporarily robbed of his sight, the rest of his senses picked up things that he would have overlooked otherwise. Chief among them was sound; he could hear the dragon breathing and the almost nonexistent sound of its feet as it walked along. Eventually, those too ceased as his hands ran across the moss-covered section of ground that Hiccup had tried to fall asleep on earlier. He unconsciously tensed up as he felt himself being lowered until he was resting on the soft ground, the chill of the rock behind him. In front of him, though, he heard shuffling followed by a dull _whump_ sound, probably the dragon laying down if the sudden warmth washing over him was any indication. His theory was further supported by that feeling he got, that sensation a person experienced when they knew something was literally right in front of them, even if they couldn't actually see it.

_Okay, so first it threw me out,_ Hiccup thought to himself, _and now it's trying to keep me warm?_

_That's about it,_ his mind told him in response.

_Okay, then, _Hiccup said to himself. _Why?_

_Does it matter?_

His mind had a point. It didn't matter, and despite what common sense told him, he decided it didn't need to matter anyway. The sheer amount of heat coming off the dragon in front of him was pure, unadulterated bliss. He let out a contented sigh, mimicked by the dragon in front of him, much to Hiccup's surprise. Slowly but surely, Hiccup's tension began fading. Perhaps the dragon wanted to help him? The thought seemed weird to Hiccup, but today had been a pretty weird day in general. What was one more helping of the strange and inexplicable with a side order of just plain odd? Once again, Hiccup's curiosity got the better of him and he slowly reached out his hand, wanting to see what the dragon's hide felt like. A sudden growl, not angry but definitely a warning, caused him to pull his hand back. _Okay, maybe that was hoping for a bit too much._ Still, Hiccup felt safer than he had in the last few hours despite being so close to this mysterious dragon that he could feel its breath blowing back his hair ever so slightly when it exhaled. It was with this knowledge, and however much it clashed with what he was both told about dragons and what he had experienced a the hands of dragons that Hiccup finally calmed down and let sleep overtake him.

* * *

><p>Cinder, however, was far from tired. As the human's breathing slowed, a clear sign that he was winding down, his brilliant mind brought a very interesting and important tidbit of information to his attention: it didn't fit with Ashclaw's personality to save a kill for later. From what he knew about the Nightmare, he liked for his prey to struggle and try to fight back, to make the act of killing it more fun. Why had Ashclaw left the child here instead of doing the deed right away? It didn't matter to Cinder. The child was taken from his village, from his family, all for one sadistic Nightmare's sick amusement. There was, however, an even greater opportunity in this than Cinder originally considered. He had originally thought to take the human back to his village the next day, but now he was having second thoughts about it. Ashclaw always went off on his own when he kidnapped a child, and he would likely come back alone. That meant he wouldn't have his followers with him, which meant he would be vulnerable. Cinder grinned wickedly as he thought about what would transpire when Ashclaw came back. He'd return to have his fun, only to find a truly enraged Night Fury waiting for him and ready to act as an emissary of Naar. He'd strike directly at the traitors to all of dragonkind, those who would swear fealty to such a monster, and he would see a sin against nature wiped from the face of Midgard.<p>

_This human will get to go home soon,_ thought Cinder as he too drifted off to sleep, _just not yet._

His dreams that night were filled with scenarios playing out, each one ending with him standing victorious over Ashclaw's bloody corpse.

* * *

><p><strong>So, what do you all think? Do you like it? If so, tell me what you like so I know what I'm doing right. If the story is lacking in some area or just lacking in general, please let me know. I want this story to be the best it can be, and your feedback counts a lot in making that happen. Chapter 8 will be up... I don't know when, but do look for it. Until then, I look forward to hearing back from you wonderful readers!<br>**


	8. Chapter 8

**Finally... well, here it is, as promised, dear readers. I'm just going to say it now: I am glad to be done with this chapter and the, what, eight months of stubborn writer's block that has plagued me every step of the way. Regardless, here it is, revised and edited, and eagerly awaiting your perusal! I hope you all enjoy it!**

**Standard Disclaimer about how I don't own How to Train Your Dragon.  
><strong>

* * *

><p>Conflict of Interests<p>

For the first time in recent memory, silence reigned over the forests of Berk. Ever since the last moments of the harrowing chase wound down, an unnatural stillness had settled in among the trees. The wolves, normally out looking for easy prey, hadn't even touched the multiple dragons left dead in Valhallarama's wake. Had one been out and about for a midnight stroll through the woods that night, the entire atmosphere would have seemed somber and restrained, as if all life had broken from routine out of respect for a lost soul. For once, not a sound was heard and the forest was quiet.

"Oh, Beard of Thor, that hurt!"

Unless you counted a small cove somewhere just off Raven Point, where things weren't so quiet.

*_Snotlout, I think you bent my horn with that thick skull of yours,_* Thorn yelled as he over to the pond in the middle of the cove ran with a distressed squawk, checking the reflection of his horn from every possible angle to see whether or not it was misaligned.

"I think you dented my skull, you oversized chicken," Snotlout shouted back, shaking his head to dispel the dizziness from the impact. "And that's _with_ the helmet on," he added as an afterthought while he got to his feet. "What does it matter, anyway," he asked, curious as to why Thorn would react like that. "Last I checked, you aren't the kind of Nadder to go into a panic attack and make a beeline straight for the lake if you get so much as a speck of dirt on you."

*_Snotlout,_* Thorn said in an exasperated tone, *_there is a distinct difference between "rugged good looks" and "hideous deformity," and a misaligned horn definitely counts as the latter!_* His eyes suddenly widened and he brought his head back down close to the surface of the water for another examination. Was it chipped? Oh, Sevrei, Dragon of the Sky, please don't let his horn be chipped!

*_Yes, well,_* interrupted Horrorcow as Thorn turned back around, satisfied that he wasn't going to be the laughing stock of Berk's Nadders if they made it back, *_cosmetic disasters averted, it seems the ritual worked, friends. What we need now is a plan if we are to act most efficiently._*

*_Right,_* said Toothless. *_We may have a window of time between now and when Hiccup, you know..._* He trailed off for a moment before continuing. *_We do, however, have a history of things going horribly wrong for us, so let's get started._*

* * *

><p>By his very nature, Stoick the Vast was a man of action. When the dragons raided, he was right in the thick of the fighting, expertly directing the defenses while caving in dragons' skulls with his hammer at the same time. When other tribes who they were on less than friendly terms with decided to try the same, he would be leading the charge as the enemy's ships made landfall. Now, as his village continued to burn, he wanted to be out there helping his men. Instead, he found himself issuing orders to runners to take to his lieutenants so they could perform damage control duties while he oversaw everything from the Meade Hall.<p>

There was certainly a kind of wisdom in doing so; while houses catching on fire during a dragon raid was nothing new, to the point where every family in Berk had a new house at least two times over since he became chief, this was no ordinary raid. The dragons were simply trying to keep the village's attention while other, more sinister actions were carried out in the forests on their island, and they accomplished their objective by setting fire to anything flammable they could find. The end result was that almost the entire village was burning by the time the dragons had made off with his son, and while he trusted his lieutenants would be able to put out the fires easily enough, their efforts needed to be coordinated to minimize the number of homes damaged beyond repair, which meant Stoick had to be somewhere where he had a good view of the village and be easy to find at the same time.

At least, that was the reason Stoick gave to his men before they left to the sections of the village they were responsible for overseeing that night. It didn't fool his lieutenants, though; they knew him too well not to catch onto the fact that his son being kidnapped less than an hour ago hit him harder than he let on in front of the village. Still, he was the chief, and that meant putting the needs of the village before his own. This, he decided, was the best course of action available, sending runners out to coordinate the efforts of his lieutenants and the men who answered to them. He was too distracted by his own thoughts and emotions to be effective if he was in the middle of things.

"New orders for Ardi," he said steadily to the runner standing in front of him. "Tell him to go help Ack at the north end of the village now that he's done putting out the fires in his section."

"Sir," the runner responded briskly before turning and bolting out of the Meade Hall and into the steadily dying inferno that was Berk.

* * *

><p>Numb.<p>

If there was a single word to describe Valhallarama in the aftermath of the attack, "numb" would be the perfect one. Numb to the roar of the burning houses as she walked past them, deaf to the shouting as Stoick's lieutenants gave orders to the Vikings under their command, unresponsive as people ran past her, sometimes accidentally bumping into her. They may or may not have apologized as they ran off. She couldn't be certain, nor did she care. All she wanted was to be alone.

Part of her chastised her, saying she should have joined with one of the squads putting out the fires, or at the very least that she should have been by Stoick's side to support him during this time of crisis, both for them and the village. Another part of her envied her husband, that this responsibility was his. It was funny, in a way; Stoick had suffered the same loss as she, and now on top of that he had to keep the entire village from burning down. That same burden was the source of her jealousy, the reason she wished their roles could be switched. The village required his complete focus now, and was something he could bury his sadness beneath and forget about it for a time, something she didn't have the luxury of.

She briefly noted that no one was around her any longer, and that this part of the village wasn't burning. A quick glance around revealed why: the buildings around her were charred and scorched in some areas. Evidently, whatever lieutenant and his squad were in charge of putting out the fires in this part of the village had done so in short order and had moved on to help others. Still she walked onward, the sound of the village burning behind her growing dimmer as she made her way between houses, stalls and storage buildings. She had wandered aimlessly amongst the damaged buildings, and eventually found herself facing the walkway leading down to the docks. On a whim, she decided to go down there, away from the chaos engulfing Berk.

As she got closer, the fleet came into view, or at least what was left of it. Even halfway down the pathways, the damage done to the fleet was blatant and unsettling, even to her dazed mind. The largest of the ships had huge holes in their hulls, and several more no longer had a mast to speak of, the poles holding them up broken at their bases.

"Even if we knew where they went," she whispered, even though no one was around to hear her. "Oh, Hiccup..."

She had forced herself not to think too heavily on what she had lost, lest she fall to her knees in the middle of Berk while it burned. Now, though, with the roar of the flames engulfing her home barely even audible now, there was nothing keeping her mind from going back to the events that hadn't occurred even an hour prior, how desperately she had run after her son, and the sorrow in her husband's eyes telling her what Stoick couldn't bring himself to say: Hiccup, their dear, sweet boy, was gone. Steadily, the numbness faded as her emotions made themselves known again. She felt like she should be crying right now; her son had been taken by dragons after all. As wrong as it felt, though, no tears came. Val had long since spent them in her husband's arms before he left for the Meade Hall. What issued forth instead was a prayer, a plea to the Ӕsir little more than a sentence in length.

"Odin, bring him back to me," she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

"Say please," came a snarky, playful voice from behind her, causing her to jump slightly.

She whirled around quickly, her hand going to her axe. The figure before her seemed almost literally shrouded in mystery, every square inch of him from the neck down concealed by a coarse-looking cloak while the hood hanging over his head seemed to form its own shadows with how completely and perfectly it concealed his face from view. The cloak quickly parted as the stranger held his hands up in a conciliatory gesture and took a few steps back.

"Hey, hey, calm down, lady," exclaimed the stranger. "You called for a god to help you out, and you got one. Now why don't you just simmer down so we can work this out?" Never once did his voice lose that sardonic edge that made it seem like he wasn't taking any of this seriously.

Almost immediately, Val's demeanor changed. Here she was, about to try and cleave through a _god_, and he was here to help? Quickly, she dropped to one knee.

"Hail, almighty Odin," she said reverently.

"Odin," the mysterious figure said with a laugh, obviously amused by Valhallarama's statement. "Sorry, lady, but the big guy's a little busy right now, something about ancient enemies trying to interfere with some big plan ol' Beardy has cooked up." As if sensing her unease, he continued. "But don't worry," he said, beginning to sound like one of the merchants peddling their wares in the market on a busy day in the village, "because you get someone even _better!_ "

Saying nothing more, the stranger removed his hood from his head, allowing the moon to shine upon his face. What Val saw was a fair-skinned man, with a face that looked like he wasn't even out of his late twenties, though if he was a god, he had likely looked that way since the beginning of Midgard. Atop his head was a tousled head of black hair and a closely-shaven beard down his long, gaunt face completed the effect. In Val's opinion, he wasn't much to look at, especially compared to her Stoick. Whereas her husband's face could be intimidating one moment and full of warmth the next, this man's face just reeked of deception, and Val found herself wondering just who had answered her prayer.

"Yeah, I know," the god said, angling his face directly toward the moon, "Sigyn got the complete package with me: a great personality and _devilish_ good looks to go along with it."

A deep feeling of dread settled in Valhallarama's gut at the mention of Sigyn, her eyes widening somewhat.

_No, no, no, oh Odin please don't tell me that..._

"That's right, babe," the man said, sounding for all the world like what he was about to tell her would complete her in ways nothing else ever could. "You get the one, the only, the great, the magnificent and all-around awesome, _Loki_," he exclaimed, his hands shooting out and to the sides, as if expecting applause from a crowd.

For a brief moment, all Val could do was stand there in slack-jawed silence while Loki held the pose, obviously expecting some sort of positive reaction. This couldn't be. She had asked for a god to _help_ her, not screw her over!

"Please tell me you're joking," she said in a pleading voice, finally breaking the awkward silence that had settled over the dock.

"Nope," he said simply, letting his hands drop to his sides. "Though a wicked sense of humor is one of my many, _many_ strong points, I'm actually being serious here."

"Odin help me," was Val's only response. "I asked for someone to _help_ me. Give me Thor, give me Forseti, give me anyone but _you_," she finished loudly.

"Well, sorry to disappoint you, lady," Loki said in an irritated voice as he massaged his temples, "but you asked for a god, and the one you asked for is busy with other things, so you get the first god to respond. That's kinda the way the Ӕsir work." He quickly continued even as Val opened her mouth to protest further. "Look, I know I have something of a reputation for taking a bad situation and making it even worse, and that's a point of pride for me, but believe it or not, I actually _am_ here to help this time."

"And how do I know you're not just lying about that," asked Val in response. "You are a trickster, after all."

"Does it matter," he asked. "You don't have many options from where I'm standing. Dragons took your boy, and you have no idea where they went, or if he's even still alive. Well guess what; he's alive, I know where he is, and I'm willing to help you reach him in time. Like it or not, lady, I'm your best bet as far as you seeing him alive and well again."

Val was silent for a few moments. She pored over everything Loki had said, looking for any inconsistency she could find to prove he was lying. Being helpless to save her son was horrible enough, but to be strung along into thinking she could save him, only to find out that it was all some cruel joke for an uncaring trickster god...

"You can just as easily choose to refuse my help," he said, his voice suddenly lacking the playful timbre it had up until that point, now sounding for all the world like he was dead serious. "No one's forcing you to accept my offer. Consider this, though, Valhallarama: what happens if you refuse my offer, and I turn out to have been telling the truth? Think of it this way; if you accept my offer, you have everything to gain and nothing to lose. If you refuse, however, you have nothing to gain and _everything_ to lose. Could you live with yourself, with the knowledge that Hiccup died because of _you_, because you didn't want to risk putting your hopes in something that you can't be sure of?"

She knew the answer to the question, even as she was certain Loki knew it too. Val loved Stoick dearly, but Hiccup? Hiccup was everything to her. Knowing she had failed to protect her son had left a hollow feeling inside of her, and it gnawed at her, threatening to bring her entire sense of being crashing down. Knowing she refused the chance to save him?

"... Alright," she said quietly. "So what do I need to do?"

"Splendid," Loki exclaimed, his face brightening as the sardonic edge returned to his voice. "All you need to do," he continued as he laid a hand on her shoulder, "is hold still while I do-"

* * *

><p>*<em>Toothless has just called in,<em>* came Kindle's voice in Horrorcow's mind.

*_And what does he have to report,_* she asked in response.

*_The village is still burning, but it seems the humans have things mostly under control,_* answered Flint.

*_So we arrived too late,_* said Horrorcow sadly. *_The situation was dire enough when we were in our proper time,_* she mused, *_but now that we are actually here, it is as if I can see the fragile thread young Hiccup's life hangs from._* Such thoughts would have to wait, however, as she questioned the Zippleback about whether or not he and the others were in position.

*_We are,_* was Kindle's simple reply.

*_We are on the waiting along the cliffside east of the village, and we have a clear flight straight to the docks,_* continued Flint.

*_We will move when you send the all clear._*

*_Understood. Expect it posthaste,_* Horrorcow answered as they approached what should be, if her Fishlegs' estimates were accurate, the final bend before the docks in question would come into view.

It had been a simple plan. Toothless would move to the village and report on what had or had not already transpired, making sure to be stealthy in case the loyalist scouts were still searching for Hiccup. Meanwhile, Horrorcow and Fishlegs would circle the island and approach the docks from the far side, which would afford them ample concealment from any dragons flying overhead. Once they reached their destination, they would locate the largest undamaged ship they could find. While this was going on, Thorn, Kindleflint and Snotlout would take Astrid and the twins and move to a sheltered point overlooking the docks and wait for Fishlegs' confirmation that a ship had been found. Once the all clear had been given, they would all meet down at the ship and commandeer it to take them to wherever Toothless said Hiccup would be.

So far, the plan had gone off without a hitch, a definite and welcome first for them. Despite that, though, Horrorcow felt the entire mission balanced on the edge of a knife, a sentiment Fishlegs echoed when she asked him.

**_I don't like it, Horrorcow,_** her human said as they approached the final bend. **_There are still too many unknown variables. I mean, we have no idea where we're going. I trust Toothless and all, but what if he's wrong? And what about the loyalists? Toothless had no idea where they are. For all we know,_** he continued, his mental voice becoming decidedly nervous, **_they could be patrolling the route to wherever we're going to make sure we don't follow!_**

*_Fishlegs,_* Horrorcow calmly responded, hoping to ease her human's frazzled nerves, *_I still have my draconic pride. I know, instinctually, that we are several steps above most other forms of life on this planet. Know this, however, Fishlegs: not a single dragon residing in Berk considers themselves superior to humans._* Her tone grew encouraging. *_Our two species were made to complement each other. Together, humans and dragons are far greater than the sum of our parts. That's something the loyalists don't understand,_* she continued, almost spitting out the word "loyalists." *_They refuse to even acknowledge the possibility that neither of our species can achieve their true potential apart from each other, and that any dragon what would even consider that possibility is, and I quote, "every bit as stupid as the monkeys they are slaves to." Now tell me, Fishlegs,_* she said, preparing to wrap up as they rounded the bend to the docks, *_does that kind of dragons sound like one who would even worry that we could figure out what happened and how to stop it?_*

Fishlegs was oddly silent as they rounded the final bend, the docks sprawling out in front of them, but Horrorcow did feel some of his unease drain away.

**_The village must have dealt with this area first. There's definite damage from fires, but at least some of these ships seem to be in workable condition,_** Fishlegs said more to himself than to Horrorcow, but considering what she knew about the place she would hopefully still be calling home in ten years, it made sense. The sea was Berk's livelihood, and without ships, the humans wouldn't be able to fish or trade or do much of anything else. Of course the Vikings would devote resources to saving what they could down at the docks.

Horrorcow felt a tingle in the back of her head as Fishlegs linked up with her mind. For as long as they maintained the link, they would think and act as one without needing to speak. Doing so would definitely shave some time off their search, time which could then be spent saving Hiccup.

_Alright, lets get started,_ they thought, Horrorcow going down low so as not to attract the attention of anyone performing maintenance on the ships. It was unlikely at this point, what with Toothless' rather disheartening report of the village still burning, but one couldn't be too careful. Silently, the pair bobbed, weaved and circled around the ships, checking the exteriors for any glaring damage that would render one of them unfit for service. Their naval expertise made the Ingerman family very prestigious in the village, and if Fishlegs himself was any indication, that wasn't going to change anytime soon; several ships that seemed suitable for their purposes were dismissed out of hand by Fishlegs, her dear, brilliant Viking finding some flaw that Horrorcow couldn't see.

As they continued appraising the ships at the dock, it became increasingly clear that the loyalists had at least taken precautions to avoid being followed, and that contented feeling one gets when a plan is going well started ebbing away with alarming speed as they went. Several of the largest ships, ideal for transporting a large force, were riddled with holes, likely the work of several Gronckles if the sheer amount of debris still floating in the water was any indicator; what their fire breath lacked in heat, it more than made up for with raw concussive force and a respectable blast radius if what it hit didn't cave in from the impact alone. The amount of structural damage the massive ships had taken didn't offer much confidence in Fishlegs' mind if they ran into rough waters or, Njörðr forbid, a storm. Of course, luck wouldn't favor them, and the only ships at first glance that were relatively untouched were the ones too small to accommodate the dragons. They had almost given up before they finally found what they were looking for. There, located in a smaller maintenance dock off to the side of the main area, was a knarr, a Viking ship made specifically for long sea voyages and holding a large amount of cargo, and at first glance looked to be completely intact. It was likely a combination of the quite limited number of shots Gronckles had, and the fact that it was smaller than the huge ships located in the main area of the dock; aside from Rockjaw, the loyalist Gronckles were none too bright, so that they missed the knarr wasn't that hard to believe.

**_Uh, Horrorcow,_** Fishlegs said nervously, having broken the link between their minds as they ducked behind a wrecked longship, **_I think we might have a problem._**

Confused as to what her human meant, Horrorcow looked all around them, ready to bolt if someone had in fact seen them. Seeing no one, she turned back to Fishlegs with an inquisitive grunt. Fishlegs said nothing, simply pointing straight ahead. That was when Horrorcow saw what he meant. That it was so far from the main dock, while a blessing, also proved to be a problem; from where they were hovering, it was nothing but open space between them and the knarr, and even if Fishlegs bent forward as far as he could go, there was no way Horrorcow would be able to fly underneath the docks. That meant a mad dash across roughly a hundred feet of open water. As unlikely as it was, if someone happened to see them...

Both of them hesitated. They needed the knarr, but taking it would be construed, correctly, as theft by any possible witnesses. Add to it the fact that they were a human and a dragon working together, and they would be beset by angry Vikings before they were able to take the ship. They ran the risk of failing at the mission they had all set out on. At the same time, not doing anything would carry the dead certainty of Hiccup meeting whatever gruesome end Ashclaw had in store for him. There was one other thing, however, that argued in favor of risking detection to reach the knarr.

It wasn't often that Horrorcow considered it a reprieve to not think about something in depth. For her, picking apart every little detail about a particular topic while lazing about with Fishlegs on a sunny day, or even better, a rainy day with nothing else fun to do, was as much a bonding experience for them as training with Thorn was for Astrid or pulling a prank was for Kindleflint and their humans. Even the unpleasant task of calculating how much time they had remaining until Hiccup faded away was something she and her human partially looked forward to. This, however, was one of the few times where she regretted her favorite hobby.

It had started back when Rockjaw, who at least among dragons looked every bit the old spiritual Gronckle that he was, told them they could all go. Like all the others, she was ecstatic at the possibility of being able to go with Fishlegs and the rest of her friends to save Hiccup. As she took sentry duty while Fishlegs went to help Rockjaw and the elder, however, she began analyzing the implications of what they were going to be doing. While them accompanying their humans on their mission certainly increased the probability of survival, even victory, if they encountered the loyalists, a question arose unbidden in the back of her mind and rapidly forced its way to the forefront of her ruminations. The elder had said it was only because of the bond Hiccup shared with Toothless that kept the boy anchored to existence, however tenuously. What would happen, then, if Toothless went back in time as well? The answer, as much as she tried looking for any detail she may have missed that could alter said answer, was glaringly obvious and distinctly unsettling: with Toothless now gone from that point in time, there would be nothing tethering Hiccup to existence. He would cease to be at the very instant they left, and that meant that even if there was a possibility for a second chance at this, which Horrorcow sincerely doubted even before deducing this, there certainly wouldn't be now. They had to succeed; the future she was seeing in her new memories had _no_ right coming to pass.

*_We have to try, Fishlegs,_* Horrorcow said resolutely. *_Every minute we spend here is a minute less to save Hiccup._* Steeling herself, she took a deep breath, intending to make the frantic rush to the knarr in one go. Just as she was about to put on the greatest burst of speed in her life, though, she felt Fishlegs' hand just above her eyes, a nonverbal indicator that he wanted to wait.

**_Hang on, Horrorcow,_** he said quickly. **_Can you fly under the docks?_**

*_Not with you on my back, Fishlegs,_* she replied carefully. *_Why?_*

**_I'll meet you there,_** he said firmly, **_You can fly under the docks while I walk._**

Horrorcow's wings nearly stopped working as she tried to process just what her human said. Had Fishlegs honestly just suggested what she though he just suggested? She knew he may have been lacking in common sense sometimes, but this? It was times like these that she wished she had a more flexible neck so she could see if he was joking or not, and to give him "the look" if he wasn't.

*_Fishlegs,_* she shouted, *_have you taken leave of your senses suddenly? If someone sees you-_*

**_They'll be suspicious,_** he cut in quickly before she could continue speaking. **_But if they see not only a Gronckle, but a person riding on its back as well, they'll sound an alarm. As much as the village is at the top of Stoick's list of priorities right now, I really don't think he'd want to lose the fleet either. I can just say I'm here to survey the damage done to the fleet,_** he said confidently.

Horrorcow considered what her human was saying. He did bring up a good point, that a single human would be much less likely than a human and a dragon to attract hostility. There was also the fact that it was still dark out, so he would be much more difficult to see. It was _her_ human, though, and that alone made the idea of letting her Fishlegs take such a risk completely unacceptable in her mind.

**_Horrorcow, please,_** Fishlegs continued, sensing the direction her thoughts were taking. **_I don't want to not have you as my bondmate. You'd be suggesting the same thing if our roles were reversed._**

*_Fishlegs..._* she trailed off.

She couldn't let him do this. She wasn't about to let her Fishlegs, who in her eyes was the greatest human in the world, do this. If he was caught, she didn't trust fate to not let tragedy strike. She wouldn't let him go. Just as she made up her mind and prepared to shift into top gear for the mad dash, however, her new memories crept up to the front of her thoughts as if by the will of her bond. They were bleak and featureless, the dark interior of her cell, broken up by periodic training battles with nameless, faceless Vikings. There was no joy in this new timeline. There were no human friends. There was no Fishlegs, in his place nothing but a stocky, nervous Viking who she sent running with a single fireball. The prospect of losing him was terrifying in its own right, but...

_But to never get to know him? To never even experience the joy that he would bring her?_

Her human was right. She had no problem risking her own safety to keep him from harm. She was loyal to Fishlegs first and foremost, the same as he was loyal to her. Her mind briefly wondered what would happen if he and Ruffnut did actually marry, but she pushed those thoughts aside. They would ponder over what that meant later, when they weren't trying to keep their bond from being undone by time.

*_Just, promise me you'll be careful._*

Fishlegs nodded nervously. As certain as he was about wanting to go through with this, he knew the dangers just as well as she did. Silently, she made her way to the closest connected part of the docks she could find before slowly rising to allow Fishlegs to dismount. At the slight lightening of her load, she dipped back below the docks, slowly following her human's footsteps as he made his way to the knarr.

*_Remember, Fishlegs,_* she sent to him encouragingly, *_I'm right here._*

**_...Thanks, Horrorcow,_** he sent back gratefully.

* * *

><p>"-this."<p>

A wave of dizziness washed over Val as Loki finished talking. Though she was relatively certain, at least as certain as one could be when dealing with the legendary trickster himself, that she had been standing still ever since he touched her shoulder, she found she had to move to keep herself from falling forward as if she had come to a dead stop from a full-on sprint. Shaking her head, she let her clouded vision clear and adjust to the sudden lack of light. One minute, she had been standing on the docks with Loki. Now, as far as she could tell, she was in the hold of a ship, the only illumination being the moonlight coming in from a the hatch leading up to the deck some ten feet away.

_Well, that explains why I nearly fell over,_ she thought to herself.

Loki wasted no time in getting to work on whatever it is he had in mind, leaving Val's side and moving to a small pile of sacks and boxes left in the corner of the hold.

"So, where exactly are we," Val asked warily as Loki knelt down and began sorting through the pile in front of him.

"We're in a ship," he said in a patronizing voice. "Now I imagine the answer you're _actually_ looking for is: we're in the hold of a knarr, more specifically, the _Stormtreader_, one of the few remaining seaworthy ships in Berk." He stood up for a moment, looking around before snapping his fingers, causing a pair of crates near Val to suddenly appear right in front of him. Satisfied, he began stacking the crates one on top of the other. The end result was a rather plain-looking, three-row high pile of crates with random bags and parcels placed around to make it look innocuous. But the way Loki stacked them... she was pretty sure there weren't any crates on the inside of the pile, and the whole arrangement should have fallen over by now with how precariously he stacked them.

"How did you-"

"I'm a god, lady," Loki explained lazily as he walked back over to her. "The rules of reality are less rules and more... loose guidelines for me," he continued as he turned around once he reached her, looking at his handiwork with a critical eye. "So, what do you think," he asked expectantly. "Come now, I want your honest opinion!"

"It looks... fine, I guess," Val replied, confused as to where Loki could possibly be going with what he was doing. "But what does this-"

"Hmm, yeah," he said, cutting her off. "But I'm not going for just "fine"." Slowly, pensively, he walked forward, looking at his work from every possible angle, going so far as to start walking on the ceiling to look at it from above. "It's missing something, but what," he asked, more to himself than to Val as he thoughtfully stroked his beard. "I've got it," he said suddenly after a moment's contemplation. In an instant he was in front of her, his hand on her wrist. "It's missing you!"

Before Val could ask what he meant, her world went completely dark. She still felt Loki's hand on her wrist, and turned to where she thought his face would be and gave him an angry look.

"Hey, don't look at me like that, babe," he said flippantly. "I didn't mess with physics for no good reason, at least not this time. I left an empty space inside the pile to hide something, and in this case, it's you."

"Alright," Val said skeptically. "And this is supposed to help me rescue my son how, exactly?"

"It isn't," Loki responded simply. "It's supposed to keep you hidden while those who know where Hiccup is steal _this_ ship to go off and save him." Apparently the complete lack of light didn't impair Loki's vision in the slightest, as he definitely saw the confused look Val was giving him. "Okay, I can't say too much, but lets just say your son dying now wasn't part of the plan, so we, the Ӕsir and few other omnipotent beings, are sending a group to go and rescue him. I just figured you'd want to go along for the ride."

"Then why do I need to hide," Val asked. "We're after the same thing."

"That's one of those things I can't really talk about, Val," Loki said with hint of regret in his tone. "I'll simply say that they don't want anyone from Berk to know that they're even here. All you need to do is stay hidden long enough that turning around to dump you back on the docks of Berk will take too much time."

"And how do I know they won't just throw me overboard," Val asked worriedly.

"They won't," he said simply. "Anyway, it's nearly showtime, so I'm going to head out and leave you to being sneaky. Oh, and before I go, I have a little tip for you, you lucky mortal."

The last time Loki had spoken seriously to Val, every word was delivered with the utmost gravitas, and she swore she would remember everything he said. His tone of voice now, though... it might as well have been his divine form speaking, what with how much authority and foreboding his words carried.

**"Every single person going to save Hiccup was handpicked by the gods themselves, and they suffer as well because of what happened to your son. Do **_**not**_** add to their heartbreak, and do not make me regret giving you the chance to escape your original fate."**

Without another word after that, he was suddenly gone, and Val found herself with just her thoughts and a myriad of questions to keep her company? What was her original fate? Why would these people help her save Hiccup if they weren't even from Berk? And why would she seek to make their lives even harder if they were looking to rescue her son?

Her thoughts were interrupted as a muffled explosion sounded from outside.

* * *

><p>Fishlegs had always felt at home on the docks of Berk. The Ingerman line had a decorated history of naval expertise, after all, and he was certainly no exception. If he wasn't at the Meade Hall with his nose buried in the Dragon Manual, he was down at the docks cataloguing the ships, and it was said he could list off the name, dimensions and service history of any ship in Berk's entire fleet on command without even needing to consult his notes. As he walked along the winding paths he knew so well from his childhood, Fishlegs almost felt at peace as the moon lit his path to their destination. Despite the familiarity of where he was treading, however, he still felt out of place. He was stealing from his village, after all, even if it was for a good cause. He'd have a lot to answer for if he got caught, even moreso if they found Horrorcow.<p>

Then there was the sound. It was faint at first, barely audible when Fishlegs started walking, but the longer he spent on the docks, the more pronounced it became. He couldn't ignore it. How could he ever forget the sound of his village burning? His stint in Berk's fire crew with Astrid, Snotlout, Ruffnut and Tuffnut before they entered Dragon Training had imprinted the roar of an uncontrolled fire indelibly on his memories. Unbidden, his mind began to wander to darker places, unearthing memories that the Fishlegs of this new timeline had sought to bury and forget about as best he could.

_Fire... fire all around him. Never this bad. No escape, no way out..._

_ The dragons... the dragons are back!_

_ "I'll be back." That's what mom's eyes said as she left me and Ista to fight the dragons._

_ Dad's tear-stained face..._

_ She promised. She promised me, us, that she would be back! Why did she have to break her promise? Why..._

A sudden nudge against his side snapped him out of his thoughts as a warm gust of air blew back his hair. For a moment he was confused as he looked around. Why was he here down at the docks? And the ships... what had happened to the fleet? Immediately his brain began scanning each ship in his field of vision, separating them into two categories: ships that weren't beyond reasonable hope of repairs and ships that would likely be used as repair materials for the former. It wasn't until he heard the grunt to his side that his thought processes suddenly ground to a halt, his body going completely rigid. Slowly, dreading what he'd see, he turned to look in the direction the sound came from...

... to look right into a pair of green, slit-pupil eyes not even two feet away from him. Immediately, reflexes took over as his hand went to his hammer, swinging it around in a wide arc the instant it was free of its bindings. While it didn't hit the Gronckle like he hoped it would, it did accomplish the almost equally desirable goal of making the dragon fly several feet backwards to avoid the hammer, giving him precious seconds to calculate his chances of survival and victory. Immediately his brain broke down the situation around him, and it quickly became obvious that the odds were severely stacked against him.

_Terrain type: narrow walkways._ _Maneuverability severely limited, remaining options dangerously predictable. Opponent maneuverability: 14. Chance of survival: 63%. Chance of victory: 48%. Factor in draconic night vision, chances drop an additional 18%. Weapon: hammer, effective against Gronckles. Chances increase 10%. Single Viking, strength type vs. single dragon, Strike Class. No type advantage or disadvantage to either side. Chances remain unchanged. Chance of friendly reinforcements: 7%. Chance of hostile reinforcements: 78%. Chances drop an additional 40%. Overall chance of survival: 15%. Overall chance of victory: nonexistent._

Without so much as a second thought, Fishlegs spun around on his heel and ran as fast as he could to the path leading up to the village. The Gronckle and whatever other dragons were lurking about would make short work of the remaining seaworthy portion of the fleet if he didn't find others to help him repel the beasts. At the very least they could help with damage control so they could salvage what materials they could to build new ships when spring came around. Anything was better than losing the whole fleet completely. If that fell, so would Berk; demand would outweigh supply and the vast majority of the people in the village wouldn't survive next winter.

"Dragons," he yelled as he ran, praying to the gods that there were other Vikings nearby to hear his calls for help. "There are dragons down at the docks!"

His eyes widened even more as the sound of flapping wings came from behind him and were closing fast. What little time his wild swing had bought had run out, and suddenly the need to make it to the village became a lot more real in his mind. He strained his ears as he ran, trying to listen past the sound of his heavy footfalls and the rapid beating of the Gronckle's tiny wings for the telltale sound of the dragon building up gas to breathe fire at him. While he wouldn't be able to dodge it easily, any forewarning he could get would at the very least help his overall chances of surviving. Much to his confusion, he heard nothing of the sort from the Gronckle. It made no sense; he had been running for a solid minute so far with no fire being lobbed at him, and while Gronckles weren't the smartest of dragons, at the very least they were decent shots, and Fishlegs' current predicament would have made him a very easy target. As if Loki himself had been waiting for him to think that thought, the telltale sound of a dragon building up gas in its throat reached him. Cursing himself for tempting fate, Fishlegs put on a desperate burst of speed, hoping to throw off the dragon's aim at the last second. He quickly looked up, in the direction the sound was coming from...

... only to fix his gaze on the fireball careening towards the walkway directly in front of him. With a mighty _boom_ it impacted, causing the path in front of him to erupt in a shower of splinters and bits of burning wood. He tried to stop, he honestly did, and he might have been able to do so had he not put on that last burst of speed. Realizing that he wouldn't be able to stop in time, he closed his eyes tightly to protect them from the wooden shrapnel as he fell headlong into the gaping hole left in the walkway by the Gronckle's attack. He didn't see the support beam rising up to meet him as he passed through the cloud of shattered wood until his forehead slammed against it with a pronounced _crack_. He was vaguely aware of the pain as he landed in the water, and he was pretty certain the water was freezing. At least, he thought it was; his brain told him it would be, what with it being winter and all, but it was hard to tell when everything, every sensation seemed so far away. He wanted to move, to find a way back up onto dry land, but every signal he sent never reached his muscles, leaving him drifting, impaired and limp, on the water's surface. He knew it wouldn't take long for him to lose consciousness; hypothermia was notoriously quick to set in during Berkian winters, often not even within the space of a minute or two, and death was never close behind. And then there was the matter of the Gronckle that got him into this situation in the first place. As if on cue, he heard the beast's roar. For some reason, it seemed... clearer, more pronounced than the comparatively muffled sounds from all around him. Had he still had the proper mental faculties, he might have simply written it off as a side effect of years of dragon raids. Something in him, though, told him the roar was one of terror, but he couldn't figure out why.

_Something to study later,_ his mind told him as he saw the beast's silhouette descending down to him_. Much later._

* * *

><p>Val had nearly blown her cover when she heard the explosion; if another fire had started up down at the docks, the entire fleet could have been lost before anyone up at the village would think to look. Nevertheless, she had cast her lot with Loki's promise that staying where she was would give her the chance to save Hiccup. Surely the Vikings who were going to set out to rescue him would raise an alarm if the docks caught fire again, wouldn't they? She convinced herself that they would. Then she heard the unmistakable roar of a dragon. So there was a straggler! Or worse still, they had come back for another go at the village! What if they came upon the Vikings Loki had said could help her save Hiccup? They would need help! At least, that was the justification Val gave herself; in truth, she wanted nothing more than to spill the blood of a dragon right now, to watch as the life faded from its demonic eyes. With a resounding crash, she pushed her way through the crates that Loki had set up and ascended the stairs to the deck above.<p>

At first glance, she saw nothing. No fire, no Viking rescue team, and certainly no dragons. She knew what she heard, though. There was a dragon somewhere nearby, and she wasn't leaving until she had found and, if all went well, killed it. She slowly scanned the docks, looking for any sign of movement. That was when she noticed a section of one of the walkways missing, and even more suspicious was the collection of glowing embers strewn about it. That was nothing, though, compared to what she saw next. Out of the hole, silhouetted by the moonlight, rose a round, slightly bulbous form, obviously a Gronckle if its tiny wings were anything to go by. What truly caught Val's attention, though, was the human it was pulling out of the water, the back of his coat in its jaws.

"Poor soul," Val whispered to herself. "He must have been checking on the fleet when the dragon ambushed him." Val felt her anger beginning to rise at the thought of what that wretched scavenger would do with its catch. "Disgusting beast."

She quickly ducked back down into the hold as the dragon, much to her initial surprise, turned and began flying in her direction. There was nothing but a sheer cliff past the knarr, so hopefully it would touch down on the deck. If it did, she wouldn't waste the opportunity to kill it.

_Oh, and saving whoever it killed from the indignity of being its next meal,_ she added as an afterthought.

The sound of its wing beats getting louder said she had guessed accurately, and soon she heard the scratching of its claws on the deck above her as it settled down. Val fought down her instincts to make a move just yet; she would wait until it was settled, and thus somewhat less aware, before moving against it. When the scratching sound stopped, she made her move, slowly and carefully ascending the stairs, making sure to place her feet at the sides of the stairs to avoid making any loud creaks. Val paused for a moment at the open hatch, listening for any sign that the Gronckle had heard her. Hearing nothing, she poked her head out from below deck. The Gronckle wasn't even ten feet away from her, and to top it off, was facing the opposite direction! At this distance, she wouldn't even need to sneak across the deck at all. She just had to finish climbing the stairs and a straight-up charge would allow her to be on it before it could react. Val moved with the utmost care, perhaps taking longer than was necessary between steps to make sure the dragon didn't hear her, but ultimately reached the deck with the Gronckle none the wiser. From this angle, she could see the small horns that unmistakably belonged to a Viking's helmet; it must have been curled around its victim. Reaching behind her, she slowly removed her axe from its place on her back.

Suddenly, the Gronckle's head shot up, its ears twitching. Val didn't dare move. If it heard her, she was in one of the worst possible places to fight a fire-breathing dragon, and she didn't want to give it the chance to lift off and blast the ship with her still on it. The next few minutes seemed to drag by as the Gronckle moved its head from side to side, and if Val was right, was carefully scanning wherever its eyes roamed. Thankfully, it never thought to look behind it, and, having not noticed its assailant, lowered its head back down.

_Stupid beast,_ Val thought to herself as a small smile creased her lips. _But why isn't it eating yet? Is it saving him for later?_ Another thought crossed Val's mind. _Maybe it's tired? If so..._

Her smile became downright predatory. This was going to be too easy. She carefully finished pulling her axe from behind her, shifting slowly into a ready position. Her heart began beating at a fevered pitch, pumping blood to her now tense muscles in preparation for a devastating surprise attack. Her grip tightened on her axe as she took in a deep breath, letting it out as a furious battle cry as she ran forward, axe held high and ready to cut through scales, flesh and bone. Val wasn't quite sure what happened next as she got within range of the Gronckle. All she saw was a flash of orange followed by a blinding surge of pain on the right side of her head. Gritting her teeth as she landed, her grip tightened on her axe as she rolled to her feet, even as she impacted the deck with a loud _thud_. She was able to see the Gronckle's stubby little tail fly by her on the left, and before she could react, she found herself being yanked back and off her feet before she was sent flying a second later. The Gronckle itself and its otherworldly eyes were the last thing Val saw before losing consciousness when her head slammed into the knarr's railing.

* * *

><p>Fishlegs shivered as he watched the scene unfolding in front of him, both from the fact that he was still freezing and partially from fear. The Gronckle had moved so fast, exceeding all known parameters for the species. And the way it fought... there was an economy in its movements, every single motion efficient and with a purpose behind it. He hadn't even seen what the dragon did for its opening move which sent his would-be savior flying, but up until it took to the air it was as if it hadn't even released its hold on him. What it did next, though, was what truly impressed him as it darted behind the other Viking and latched onto the back of her armor with its teeth, whereupon it used its own momentum to swing her around and throw her with incredible force into the side of the ship. Though he would never tell the Gronckle, he was genuinely impressed by just how intelligently this apex of the species fought.<p>

The strange sense of admiration and appreciation for just how methodically and effectively the dragon bested its opponent quickly turned back to the fear he had felt earlier as it turned its attention back to him, touching down next to him and pulling him close with its forearms before encircling him again. The other warrior was his best chance of surviving this whole ordeal, and now she was lying slumped against the side of the ship while the Gronckle got comfortable around him. It hadn't done anything to him yet, but maybe that was because it knew about the other Viking and chose to deal with her before focusing on him. While it seemed to be a longshot, Fishlegs wasn't ready to discount the possibility just yet; if it lived the way it fought, this Gronckle was much more intelligent than it seemed. Fishlegs shut his eyes tightly, waiting for the dragon to do... whatever it was it was going to do to him. Any second now, the dragon would likely tear into him with its teeth, or maybe blast him with its fire. Or perhaps since it had encircled him it would crush him like a grape instead. At least with most of his sense of touch still gone he wouldn't feel much of it...

What he felt instead was warmth. At first, he was confused; his sense of touch was almost nonexistent, to the point where he couldn't even feel the dragon's scaly hide, and yet he felt the gentle heat coursing through him. It didn't take long for him to cease caring about why he could feel it and nothing else; it simply felt too good. Soon thereafter his sense of touch returned, and he found himself pressing against the Gronckle's hide even more, basking in the heat its body gave off. The Gronckle didn't seem to mind it, and actually let out what Fishlegs could have sworn was an affectionate grunt, though he couldn't figure out how he knew it was affectionate. He had read about the dragons needing to maintain a constant internal body temperature in more scholarly works that he purchased from the occasional trading ship, along with the methods the dragons used to do so, but feeling it for himself... It wasn't just a physical warmth, either. All around him, he could feel emotions. He wasn't sure how it was possible, nor could he explain how he knew they were emotions, but he somehow did. They were concern, compassion and devotion, all directed at him, and all coming from...

* * *

><p>Horrorcow felt a rush of relief as Fishlegs opened his eyes. If she had to be honest, she wasn't even sure if their bond's power would be able to save him this time. The power of a bond had been used before to heal a bondmate's mortal wounds, but hypothermia had never been an issue, not with half of every bonded pair being a living furnace who was more than willing to share their plentiful body heat with their human companion. She would have to make it a point to share her findings if, no, <em>when<em> they got back to their own time. For now, though, that would have to wait. She had far more important things to attend to.

*_Fishlegs, are you alright,_* she sent to him.

Mainly, getting her human back.

Horrorcow felt a twinge of hope as Fishlegs looked directly at her, not at all put off by how unnatural she knew her eyes probably looked with the bond's power coursing through her. Expectantly, she looked right back at him, waiting for him to thought-speak back to her or say her name. A minute passed by, then two, and then three, and still he said nothing. There was a look in his eye, like he knew she was waiting on him and was wracking his brain for the answer. Another minute passed, and still nothing, and Horrorcow began losing hope. She had saved Fishlegs from dying, yet it seemed like she had lost him all the same. With a distressed grunt, she broke her gaze away from her human and focused on Kindleflint, zeroing in on the Zippleback's mind.

*_Kindleflint, gather the others and proceed here with all possible haste. We're at something of an... impasse._*

She felt the overwhelming feeling of dread in Kindleflint's response before the actual words.

*_Of course, why are we not surprised,_* Kindle sent back.

*_What is the nature of this impasse, Horrorcow,_* Flint continued.

*_I'm not entirely certain of the circumstances that brought this about, dear friends, but it seems Fishlegs has lost his remaining memories; he doesn't remember me, nor does he recall our mission here. I am not even able to communicate with him through our bond anymore._*

The two heads were silent for a moment, but Horrorcow could practically feel their minds working.

*_That's an impasse,_* Kindle asked disbelievingly after a moment.

*_No,_* said Flint, *_this is more along the lines of a-_*

*_Yes, yes, I know,_* Horrorcow barked back, her patience beginning to wear thin with all that was happening. *_Look, call it what you will, but my choice of words is neither here nor there. What matters now is how we plan on proceeding next. Just get over here, and I'm expecting at least one or two suggestions about how to deal with this when you arrive._*

If Kindleflint said anything after that, Horrorcow didn't hear it as she cut the connection between them. She didn't believe what she said either. An impasse? No, this was a disaster. Hiccup was going to die soon, Astrid and the twins were unconscious and wouldn't wake up until Sky knows when, and now her own human was experiencing problems with his memories! She still vividly remembered the way he looked at her before running off to warn the village that she was there, the same look he gave her when she was flying back over to him after dealing with the warrior woman. The realization felt like a right hook from chief Stoick.

*_He was afraid of me,_* Horrorcow said to herself, not daring to broadcast it to any other dragon as she crooned sadly. *_My dear, sweet, perfect human thought I was going to _kill_ him._*

He obviously didn't think that now, or at least Horrorcow hoped he didn't. She had saved him from freezing to death or drowning, and was now doing everything she could to keep him warm, after all. Fishlegs was smart, he would figure it out. At least, that's what she kept telling herself.

She was snapped out of her thoughts by the feeling of Fishlegs' hand on the side of her neck. Horrorcow turned her head to face him again, curious as to her human's intentions. The expression on his face was one that she had seen many times from Fishlegs, even in the few months of her old memories remaining, whenever he was witnessing something completely alien, and yet utterly fascinating to him. After a moment or two, he started rubbing his hand up and down her neck. The gesture felt measured, mostly experimental, and yet Horrorcow welcomed it all the same as she leaned into it, purring contentedly. Surprise briefly played across his face before turning into a small smile as the hand stroking her scales became more confident.

"Heh, you're not so bad, are you," he asked her with that tone of voice that she knew meant he was at ease. Knowing he wouldn't understand her thoughts, she playfully nudged him with her jaw, letting out an amused grunt as she did so. This elicited a laugh from him, but it soon died down as his face became serious again.

"I'm sorry," he said quietly. "I don't know what for, but whatever it is, I'm really sorry."

That admission alone gave Horrorcow her hope back. In the half-question her human had just asked her, she saw he was looking for the answer to it. Be it from some temporal anomaly or simply amnesia brought about by the head trauma he had just recently incurred, he may have lost his memories or not. It didn't matter to her; no matter what new memories Fishlegs had, he was still Fishlegs. She had befriended him once before, and she knew she could do it again.

*_No apologies are necessary, my dear, obscenely intelligent human,_* Horrorcow thought-sent to him as she nuzzled him. *_So long as our bond exists, I am yours, and you are mine, and that's all that matters._*

* * *

><p><strong>Author's Notes: So, what did you all think? Despite the time taken to get it to where it is now, I think it came out alright. Mind you, that could just be the sense of relief I'm feeling from finally being able to move onto the next chapter. Regardless, same as before: <strong>

**Review if you feel so led, and constructive criticism is, as always, completely welcome. Anyway, see you all later, and hopefully sooner next time!**


End file.
